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 The purpose of this project is to begin the process of nurturing a culture at First 
Presbyterian Church of Houston that will raise up Christ-centered, outwardly focused 
disciples who are empowered for ministry. The church’s mission is “to carry the Gospel 
to Houston and the world.” This represents an audacious missions-centered vision that 
requires a change in how the people see themselves as the Church. 
 Part One of this paper presents Houston as a mission field and First Presbyterian 
Church as a perfectly positioned church in the center of the city. The city is home to over 
six million people and has become the crossroads of global cultures, and those aspects are 
only predicted to intensify. With a large facility, robust budget, and gifted membership, 
the congregation is equipped strategically to be agents of transformation. 
Part Two expounds the theological essence of the church and identifies resources 
for its cultural shift. It focuses first on key theological resources that discuss the essence 
and purpose of the Church and then on resources that teach elements of organizational 
culture and how institutions resist and undermine change. Next it establishes three 
theological priorities for the Church: its covenantal nature, its “Pentecost” character, and 
its missional purpose. 
 In order to initiate a season of cultural change at First Presbyterian Church, Part 
Three outlines a ministry initiative that will engage two groups: a focus group from the 
congregation and the senior leadership team from the staff. The focus group will learn 
about the essence and calling of the Church in lectures, wrestle with it in small groups 
and weekly assignments, and then apply it to their daily lives during a directed time 
period. Similarly, the senior leadership will be equipped to analyze and evaluate the 
congregational culture in light of its mission and theological identity. 
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“Jane” has been a member of First Presbyterian Church of Houston for over a 
decade.1 She and her husband started attending the church as a young couple fresh from 
graduate school. They have three children—ages four, five, and seven—who attend the 
school at the church during the week. The family regularly participates in worship and 
volunteers willingly and joyfully. They are a snapshot of the ideal members in the church. 
One spring morning, Jane called the pastor of Children and Family Ministries and 
posed a simple request to him about the church starting to offer dance classes for her 
children and their friends. While the local community center provided such opportunity, 
Jane and her husband desired for the church to be at the center of their children’s activity 
as they grow up. She said that it would bring them “much peace and joy.”  
Seemingly simple and honest, Jane’s request of the pastor has important 
implications on the theology, mission, and values of First Presbyterian Church of 
Houston. Her intentions are commendable. She wants her children to grow up in the 
community of Christ where they can be influenced and shaped by Christian role models 
and peers. The tone of Jane’s request was gracious and expressed confidence and trust 
that the pastor could help direct her. 
In recent history, the response of First Presbyterian Church of Houston to this 
request would have been enthusiastic and affirming. A committee would have been 
formed, staff would have been assigned the responsibility, and resources would have 
                                                 
1 Pastor of Family Ministries, interview by author, Houston, TX, February 2013. This is a true 
story communicated to me by the pastor of Family Ministries at First Presbyterian Church of Houston. In 




been reallocated to make this new ministry happen. If none of the current staff could 
cover it, then someone new would be hired. The church is able to afford it financially and 
has a large enough facility to handle initiating a new program.  
However, below the surface of such decisions are important questions about the 
church’s identity and its calling. In essence, Jane’s request stirs confusion over whose 
needs the church is supposed to serve: the congregation’s or the community’s. The 
creation of more internal programs can inhibit First Presbyterian’s mission, even if it is 
meant to advance it. It is possible that a children’s dance class could serve as the training 
ground for children and families to share their faith in their circles of influence; but it is 
more likely that it would promote an insular, Christian community. When the church 
creates a new ministry, its goals need to be clear enough to measure and well-defined 
enough to support staff and curriculum but also fall in line with its identity and calling.  
First Presbyterian Church is a congregation with incredible potential for 
transforming its community. It celebrates its 175th anniversary in 2014. It is the oldest 
church in the city of Houston, Texas. It is also one of the largest and most influential 
congregations in its denomination, the Presbyterian Church (USA), with over 3,500 
members.2 Weekly attendance has plateaued over the last seven years, is gradually 
declining, and currently averages 1,202.3 The demographics of the church are dominated 
                                                 
2 Clerk of Session, Session Meeting Packet (Houston, TX: First Presbyterian Church, November 
2013), 4. 
3 This statistic was obtained from the church’s database manager: Connie Nickerson, Sunday 
Attendance (Houston, TX: First Presbyterian Church of Houston, December 2013). 
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by wealthy, Caucasian families. However, ethnic and social diversity is growing. The 
membership is intergenerational and averages forty-seven years of age.4  
Resources and opportunities abound at First Presbyterian Church of Houston. The 
facility consists of over 220,000 square feet,5 and the 2013-2014 annual budget is set for 
nearly $8.5 million.6 It sits in a strategic location at the heart of a bustling and booming 
world-class city. One can literally exit different doors of the church and be in different 
cultures. By taking a five-minute walk or a brief ride on the metro rail system, which 
stops within a block of the church, a person can be in one of the many different urban 
centers of Houston. These centers represent internationally influential districts for 
scientific research (the Texas Medical Center and Rice University), economic growth 
(downtown Houston), and cultural enrichment (the Museum District).  
First Presbyterian Church members exert leadership and influence in each of these 
communities daily. The greatest opportunity and challenge for the church lies in the 
discipleship and development of its membership. Congregants represent incredible 
potential as global leaders who can influence the world for Christ. The congregation 
teems with members who are old and young, men and women, leading in prestigious 
professions and influential circles. Like the city’s founders, many of these individuals are 
steeped in families that value generosity and benevolence. There are members who 
influence thousands of people on a regular basis, and many are involved in important 
                                                 
4 Nickerson, Sunday Attendance, July 2013. 
5 Jose Perez, interview by author, Houston, July 10, 2013. Perez is the facilities director at First 
Presbyterian Church of Houston. 
6 Clerk of Session, Session Meeting Packet (Houston, TX: First Presbyterian Church, May 2013), 11. 
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international fields. If this group of disciples were mobilized to infuse every facet of their 
lives with their Christian faith, the effects would be astounding. 
In June 2011, First Presbyterian Church received a clear vision. Its session 
adopted a new mission statement: “Compelled by the love of Jesus Christ and 
empowered by the Holy Spirit, we carry the Gospel to Houston and the world.”7 This 
new statement was created by the pastors and the ministry staff, vetted by communication 
consultants, and unanimously approved by the session. Its introduction was followed by a 
nine-month preaching and small group series focused on the Book of Acts with the 
tagline: “We are the mission.” The mission of being evangelistic and outwardly focused 
was no longer solely the responsibility of the Missions and Evangelism Department; 
rather, it was now the goal of every ministry and member of the church. 
A commitment to evangelism and outreach in the community is not new to this 
church. In fact, it has been a dominant aspect of its history. First Presbyterian planted the 
vast majority of the Presbyterian churches in the city and created several parachurch 
ministries.8 However, over the last three decades attention has been drawn away from 
creating ministries in the community and redirected towards developing programs in the 
                                                 
7 Clerk of Session, Session Meeting Packet (Houston, TX: First Presbyterian Church, August 
2011), 3.  
 
8 Judy King, Except the Lord Build (Houston, TX: First Presbyterian Church, 1989), 42, 47, 79, 
82-84, 117, 128-129, 133, 144. Over the course of its history, First Presbyterian Church of Houston has 
contributed to the development of many new churches, both by direct involvement and indirect 
involvement through gifts to the presbytery for church planting. For example, Second Presbyterian, Third 
Presbyterian, Hardy Street Presbyterian, Central Park Church, Christ Presbyterian in Bellaire, Evans 
Memorial, FPC Community Church, Juan Marcos Presbyterian, St. Andrews Presbyterian, Pine Crest, 
Southminster, West End, Church of the Covenant, Texas City, Brookhaven, St. Phillips, Spring Branch, St. 
Luke’s, Memorial Drive, St. Pau’s, John Knox, University, First Sweeney, Pines, Clearlake, Windwood, 
and Gulf Meadows; see also the Nehemiah Center, http://www.nehemiahcenterhouston.org/ and Main 
Street Ministries Houston, http://msmhouston.org/, which is a coalition of several organizations.  
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church building. This did not stop members’ involvement in community outreach, but the 
innovative investment of the church in the community slowed significantly.  
The new mission statement marked a recommitment to this important aspect of 
congregational life in this historic church. John Carver in Boards that Make a Difference 
describes mission statements as representing the “end” that the organization seeks to 
achieve; it answers the “why” question in a manner that is succinct, authoritative, able to 
be universally integrated, and direct.9 A good example is the first question of the 
Westminster Catechism: “What is the chief end of man? To glorify God and enjoy him 
forever.”10 It makes a clear response to “what” the purpose ultimately is. Similarly, 
“What is the chief end of First Presbyterian Church?” The statement is simple and direct: 
“to carry the Gospel to Houston and the world.”  
First Presbyterian Church’s change in its mission statement clearly answered the 
“what” question, but the “how” question was informally passed to the staff and 
committees to answer. Some changes were made in how departments functioned and how 
they reprioritized missions programming. Still, there was no overall adaptation or 
reformulation of how the new mission statement would impact the daily ministry and 
mission of the church.  
In September 2012 a committee was created to answer this question: “How will 
First Presbyterian Church live into its mission to carry the Gospel to Houston and the 
world?” It prayerfully discerned audacious goals for the organization to target over a ten- 
                                                 
9 John Carver, Boards that Make a Difference (San Francisco: Jossey-Bass, 2006), 91. 
10 Presbyterian Church (USA), Book of Confessions: The Constitution of the Presbyterian Church 
(U.S.A.)—Part I (Louisville: Office of the General Assembly, 2002), 175.  
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year period. These ambitions include achieving the following: ten thousand decisions for 
Christ, ten churches planted locally and internationally, 100 percent of the membership 
equipped to live out their faith in the community, and $10 million in additional funds 
raised for missions. This is a bold vision. It will require courage and assertiveness as well 
as an ability to say “no” to ministries, programs, and requests that do not align with this 
trajectory.  
The two greatest obstacles to achieving these goals will be the lack of common 
commitment from the leadership and the lack of training for them to follow through on 
the commitment. If the church is going to pursue this vision, then it will impact every 
ministry and require philosophical and theological engagement. Members’ expectations 
of the church will change as emphasis is placed on evangelistic equipping and 
community involvement. The staff leadership will need new training in how to minister 
to the community and how to prepare members to share their faith. The session will need 
to view the church’s resources through a more refined lens of mission and evangelism. 
Ultimately, the budget, the facility, and the staff and lay leadership will be directed 
towards blessing the community instead of the church institution. 
First Presbyterian Church of Houston stands at a point of decision that will 
determine its longtime trajectory. On one side is a church that is organized to be a 
“consumer church,”11 and on the other side is one organized to be a “sending church.”12 
                                                 
11 Reggie McNeal, Missional Renaissance: Changing the Scorecard for the Church (San 
Francisco: Jossey Bass, 2010), 97.  
12 Darrell L. Guder, “Missional Church: From Sending to Being Sent,” in Missional Church: A 
Vision for the Sending of the Church in North America, eds. Darrell L. Guder and Lois Barrett (Grand 
Rapids, MI: William B. Eerdmans, 1998), 4. 
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The former sees itself as a dispenser of Christian goods and services. The Church is a 
location, a building, or an institution. People go to church to have their needs met through 
the events and programs. Ministries are carried out by the professionally trained staff, and 
the congregation relies on them to manage and lead the church. The focus is on program 
development, and success is defined by the number of people who gather in the building. 
The energy of its lay and professional leadership is focused on expanding and developing 
the local institution. It is Christ-centered, but it is inwardly focused.  
The latter option, the “sending church,” understands itself to be a Christian 
community of Jesus’ disciples gathered together for worship, encouragement, and 
teaching from the Word so that they will be equipped and empowered to live as Christ-
centered, outwardly focused disciples wherever God daily sends them to be his witness.13 
Sunday morning worship and programs refresh their faith and empower them to flourish 
as Christ’s disciples in their circles of influence: their homes, neighborhoods, schools, 
and workplaces. Success is measured by the number of people sent out from the church to 
minister in the community.14 The Church is not thought of as a building; rather, it is 
God’s people, wherever they happen to be. The focus is on the ministry of the kingdom 
of God in the community and not on the programs of the congregational institution within 
the church walls. 
Jane’s request for First Presbyterian to create a dance class for the children of the 
church is a sincere one with a desire to train her children to be followers of Christ in a 
                                                 
13 FIRE: Enabling People to Live God’s Amazing Vision, “Jesus Is Risen,” entry posted March 31, 
2013, http://www.fire555.org/2013/03/ (accessed January 16, 2013). 
14 McNeal, Missional Renaissance, 77.  
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safe and reliable environment. The responsibility of the church is to wrestle with how it 
will respond to this request and similar ones. A congregation that is organized to be a 
consumer church will respond affirmatively to the request, seeking to feed Jane’s needs 
as she has articulated them. It will create a new dance ministry with new programs and/or 
paid staff leadership and provide both financial and facility resources. Its success most 
likely will be measured by its attendance.  
A sending church will handle her request differently. It will reflect critically on 
her request from the perspective of the church’s theology and mission and craft a 
response that honors Jane’s intent and encourages her towards an end that achieves the 
mission. The resolution may or may not create a new dance ministry, hire staff, and 
reallocate resources. However, the decision will be made after prayerful discernment and 
reflection upon the request from the perspective of the mission and theological identity of 
the church. For First Presbyterian Church of Houston, the response to Jane would need to 
motivate and equip her and other parents with similar requests ultimately to “carry the 
Gospel to Houston and the world.” 
In order for First Presbyterian Church to “carry the Gospel to Houston and the 
world,” it will need to organize itself to be a sending church. This desire necessitates 
resisting, redirecting, and untangling consumer cravings and programs. It represents a 
significant cultural shift. A church’s culture directs its sense of identity, behavior, and 
standard of success and health and directly affects how it will respond to change. A shift 
to a culture that sends its members out as ministers in the community will take time and 
discipline to redevelop both the congregation and its leadership. 
 
10 
The purpose of this project is to begin the process of nurturing a culture at First 
Presbyterian Church that will raise up Christ-centered, outwardly focused disciples who 
are empowered for such ministry. This consists of a six-month initiative to shepherd the 
congregation and the senior leadership into a journey of cultural change towards being 
less driven by consumer mentalities and more focused on living the call of discipleship in 
the community. It will provide a foundation for shifting to a sending or missional culture 
over the next several years.15 
Part One of this discussion presents Houston as a mission field and First 
Presbyterian Church as a perfectly positioned church in the center of Houston. The two 
have been intertwined since their respective births. This section provides context for the 
relationship between the church and the city. It includes a history of the congregation as 
well as an overview of the vital communities where the church’s members exert 
influence. It closes with an analysis of the DNA of the congregation and how it plays a 
significant role in how members can “carry the Gospel to Houston and the world.”  
Part Two expounds the theological essence of the church and identifies resources 
for the cultural shift. It contains a literature review, which focuses first on key theological 
resources that discuss the essence and purpose of the Church. Then it examines resources 
that teach elements of organizational culture and how institutions can resist or undermine 
change. Before a church can grapple with change, it must first mature in its identity as 
God’s missionary people. Finally, it will explain three theological concepts that are 
central to this identity: covenantal nature, “Pentecost” character, and missional purpose. 
                                                 
15 Detailed discussion regarding a “missional culture” will be provided in Chapter 4. 
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In order to initiate a season of cultural change that will empower the church to 
“carry the Gospel to Houston and the world,” Part Three outlines ministry initiatives that 
will engage two groups: a focus group from the congregation and the senior leadership 
team from the staff. The focus group will learn about the essence and calling of the 
Church in lectures, wrestle with it in small groups and weekly assignments, and then 
apply it to their daily lives in directed field work. The senior leadership will be equipped 
to analyze and evaluate the church’s culture and organization in light of its mission and 
theological identity. These two initiatives will lay the groundwork for the church to 
engage in cultural change as it seeks to become more committed to being Gospel 

















FIRST PRESBYTERIAN CHURCH OF HOUSTON: A 
CONGREGATION AT THE HEART OF A CITY 
 
In the second chapter of the Book of Acts, the disciples were huddled together in 
the upper room awaiting Christ’s direction. Meanwhile God was gathering the nations in 
Jerusalem. Jerusalem was the religious, cultural, and economic hub for the Diaspora 
Jews. Followers of Yahweh were gathering in this one place for the Feast of Pentecost, a 
celebration of the giving of the Law on Mount Sinai (Acts 2:1-5; Leviticus 23:15-22). 
They traveled from every direction: Asia, Asia Minor, Europe, North Africa, and across 
the Middle East. The disciples did not know what God had in store for them next, but 
they knew that they were supposed to wait on him (Luke 24:49). God had prepared the 
mission field, and he was about to equip them with his very presence for the task at hand.  
In Acts 1:1-3, the Spirit of God came upon them in power, and tongues of fire 
danced above them. They were anointed and equipped to enter this divinely orchestrated 
mission field and to proclaim the Gospel of Jesus Christ. One could easily envision 
Esther 4:14 written about the disciples in this story, that they were being equipped “for 
such a time as this.” On that day Peter preached the first sermon in the Book of Acts, and 
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three thousand came to faith in Jesus Christ (Acts 2:41). Each of those disciples in turn 
returned to their synagogues across the Roman Empire and shared this Good News.  
In the story of Pentecost, the field was ripe for the harvest, and God’s people were 
directed and equipped supernaturally to serve as Gospel-bearing missionaries. In many 
ways modern-day Houston represents a Pentecost opportunity for First Presbyterian 
Church. The church is located in the midst of a strategic mission field, and God has 
uniquely designed it as a community of believers to transform it. He has gathered the 
nations in Houston, Texas, and has placed his people in positions of influence to share the 
Gospel. This chapter illustrates the joint history of the church and the city, First 
Presbyterian’s historic commitment to transforming the city, the contemporary context 
for Houston as a mission field, and the unique design that God has given the church to 
proclaim the Gospel. 
 
Together from Birth: City and Church 
Houston was incorporated in 1836 by two brothers, John Allen and Augustus 
Allen. As the first congress of the Republic of Texas met, there was a need for a capital 
city, and the brothers convinced them to name Houston their political center despite the 
fact that there was no established town there yet—not even a permanent residence. J. 
Allen and A. Allen had an outline on a map of where the city would be located and the 
promise of commerce and growth. Amazingly, the congress accepted this bid over larger 
established cities like San Antonio and Austin, where they met.1  
                                                 
1 Marguerite Johnson, Houston: The Unknown City 1836-1946 (College Station, TX: Texas A&M 
University Press, 1991), 10. 
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Although the capital city was later moved to Austin, Houston’s prominence grew 
just as its founders had promised. One of the enduring characteristics of the city is that it 
is a place pregnant with promise and potential. It is often remarked that Houston is as big 
as one’s dreams. In other words, if people have a big vision and a strong work ethic, then 
they can make anything happen in this city.  
From its beginning the city has been as a place known for its extravagant wealth, 
philanthropy, and culture. J. Allen and A. Allen were generous people with a 
commitment to the long-term growth of the city. As it grew, people poured in from the 
around the country and world to live there and be a part of the growth of the city. 
Consequently, it felt the influence of other major cities around the world. At one point in 
its early years, a quarter of the city’s population was from Germany.2 Those who arrived 
in the young city were often already wealthy or were from prestigious professions.3 
During the Civil War many of the women and children were sent to Paris, and upon 
returning carried a renewed passion for the arts.4 Over the years Houston embraced the 
theater, the symphony, and art museums. Even the Carnegie family was intrigued by the 
potential of the city and built an extravagant library in the early years. 
The story of First Presbyterian Church is uniquely intertwined with the history of 
Houston. When J. Allen and A. Allen established the city, they gave prominent land in 
                                                 
2 Ibid., 35.  




the middle of the construction to First Presbyterian Church.5 After meeting in the capitol 
of the Republic of Texas for two years, it became the first church with a building in 
Houston in 1841. Returning the favor, in 1842 the House of Representatives convened in 
First Presbyterian Church’s building. It was the first church in Houston and the third 
Presbyterian congregation in the entire Republic of Texas.6 
The church has mirrored the culture and attitude of the city. Promise, potential, 
growth, wealth, and culture are infused with its identity. The yearnings of the people tend 
to be for cultural, economic, and “political” significance. It has been an influential church 
for nearly two centuries; and many of its members have shaped the city of Houston, the 
nation, and beyond. The congregation’s significance is closely connected with their 
power and influence on the broader stage of politics and society. 
 
A Church Committed to Its City 
 The twentieth century at First Presbyterian Church was a time of explosive 
growth in the church and increasing influence locally, nationally, and internationally. 
The church grew from a membership in 1899 of 692 to 4,246 in 1999.7 At the heart of its 
growth was an earnest desire and commitment to impacting and shaping its city. 
Houston was clearly elevated to the congregation as its mission field, whom God called 
congregants to love and influence with the Gospel. This season can be organized around 
three key pastorates that provide examples of the fabric of the church’s composition: the 
                                                 
5 Ibid., 41. 
6 King, Except the Lord Build, 12. 
7 Ibid., 194. 
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Reverend Doctor William Jacobs (1906-1932), the Reverend Doctor Charles King 
(1932-1961), and the Reverend Doctor John Lancaster (1961-1989).  
Dr. Jacobs arrived in 1906 to a church that had declined in membership, yet it was 
in the middle of a city that was about to enter a season of economic and population 
growth. In 1914, the Houston Ship Channel was dredged and opened the city to oceanic 
commerce. By 1930, Houston had become the second largest port in the nation in total 
tonnage.8 Early in Dr. Jacobs’ pastorate he warned in a newspaper article:  
We are engaged in the very stupendous enterprise of building a great city . . . but 
we must bear in mind that a body of material power without a soul is a tragedy. It, 
therefore, behooves the pulpit, the press, the preceptor and the people to make 
sure that the material and the spiritual grow along together . . . mind and money, 
art and artifice, worship and wealth, faith and fame, so that there will be 
habitations for both spirit and body.9 
 
By 1911, membership swelled to 1,245, which was the largest church in Houston 
and the largest congregation in the national denomination.10 One of Dr. Jacobs’ priorities 
was to plant “mission churches” in the growing sections of the city. Under his leadership 
the church established seven of these. By his retirement in 1932, membership exceeded 
1,800, and outreach in the community was evident. In the winter of 1930, the “bread line 
for the hungry” at the church fed over 75,000 people.11 
                                                 




10 Ibid., 73. 
 
11 Ibid., 92. 
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 Dr. King was installed as pastor in 1932, and First Presbyterian continued its 
growth. By 1959 membership increased to 3,704 congregants.12 Despite leading the 
congregation through such difficult times as the Great Depression, World War II, and the 
destruction of the beloved church building by fire, he continued Dr. Jacobs’ commitment 
to church planting, developing more than thirteen new mission churches in the city.13 He 
also exerted his leadership nationally, serving as the moderator for the denomination and 
leading in the reunification efforts between the northern and southern Presbyterian 
denominations.  
 Dr. Lancaster followed Dr. King as the senior pastor. In 1964, Dr. Lancaster posed 
this question to the session: “Does First Presbyterian Church have a unique function to 
perform among Houston churches?” The responses were to start new churches, to offer 
outstanding worship opportunities to visitors in the city, to act as a mother church to 
others in the area, and to set a pattern in all areas of leadership.14 In this season the church 
assisted the presbytery in over twenty new church developments around the city. 
Lancaster stressed evangelism and community outreach. His legacy can be summed up by 
this statement from the “Pastoral Position Paper” that he penned in 1979: “We are a 
coming and going congregation and church. As the congregation we come together for 
worship, support, encouragement, and equipment. As the church we go out to work, 
                                                 
12 Ibid., 194. 
 
13 Ibid., 134. 
 




witness, and serve the Lord Jesus.”15 His vision was for the members of First Presbyterian 
Church to be influential leaders for the sake of Christ in their industries and social circles. 
 
Houston as a Mission Field 
 Today Houston is a dynamic and influential mission field. It has changed 
dramatically in recent years and is expanding in size and international prominence 
rapidly. The Houston Metropolitan Area consists of a ten-county region on the Gulf 
Coast of Texas.16 It is a city with an ever growing influence over national and 
international industries and has a burgeoning cultural appeal. In a survey by the Kinder 
Institute for Urban Research, participants were asked to compare Houston to other 
metropolitan areas in the country. Only 78 percent in 2005 gave Houston a rating of 
“slightly better” or “much better,” but that escalated to 90 percent in 2012. According to 
the survey people move here due to employment opportunities. Then they are surprised 
by the low cost of living; the quality of venues for sports, arts, and culture; the 
enhancement of green spaces; and the revitalization of urban centers.17 
Houston is the fifth largest metropolitan area in the United States with a 
population of 6.1 million over the ten-county area.18 There are 2.1 million people residing 
in the city of Houston alone. Over a ten-year period from 2000 to 2010, the Houston 
                                                 
15 Ibid., 163. 
 
16 Greater Houston Partnership, Houston Area Profile (Houston, TX: Greater Houston Partnership 
Research, October 25, 2012), http://www.houston.org/newgen/02_Geography/02C%20W001%20 
Houston%20Area%20Profile.pdf (accessed June 1, 2013).  
 
17 Kinder Institute for Urban Research, The 32nd Kinder Institute Houston Area Survey (Houston, 
TX: Kinder Institute for Urban Research, 2013), 6. 
 
18 Greater Houston Partnership, Houston Region Economic Development Profile, http://www.houston. 
org/assets/pdf/business/Houston-Region-Community-Profile.pdf (accessed June 1, 2013). 
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metropolitan area added 1.2 million people, which is more than any other metropolitan 
area in the United States.19 The forecast is that Harris County, the main county in the 
metropolitan area, will add another one million residents in the next twenty years and that 
the ten-county area will add another 3.5 million.20 Many of the incoming residents are 
young adults attracted by the prevalence of jobs and the growing cultural scene. 
Houston’s average age is 33.4 years, while the national median is 37.3.21 
 
Ethnic and Cultural Diversity 
According to the results of the national census in 2010, Houston is the most 
racially and ethnically diverse metropolitan city in the United States.22 Every ethnic 
group is now a demographic minority, and the two largest are nearly equal. In 1990, the 
Anglo population accounted for 57.9 percent of the population, the Asian population was 
3.4 percent, the African-American population was17.5 percent, and the Latino population 
was 20.8 percent. In 2010, the Latino population had soared to 35.2 percent, and the 
Asian population doubled to 6.8 percent. Anglos accounted for 18 percent less than 1990 
and African Americans for 1 percent less. Latinos are expected to become the largest 
ethnic group in Houston within the next few years.23 
                                                 
19 Michael O. Emerson et al., Houston Region Grows Racially/Ethnically Diverse, with Small 
Declines in Segregation (Houston: Kinder Institute for Urban Research, 2011), 3. 
 
20 Kinder Institute for Urban Research, The 32nd Kinder Institute Houston Area Survey, 7. 
 
21 Greater Houston Partnership, Houston Region Economic Development Profile. 
 
22 Emerson et al., Houston Region Grows Racially/Ethnically Diverse, with Small Declines in 
Segregation, 3. 
 
23 Ibid., 4. 
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Below the broad ethnic categories, Houston is one of the most diverse cultural 
mixes in the nation. In 2011, more than one in five Houstonians was born in a foreign 
country versus one in eight nationwide.24 This means 1.2 million people in Houston were 
born in another country, which is greater than the populations of nine states and the 
District of Columbia. According to the city of Houston over ninety languages are spoken 
in the metropolitan area, and ninety-two countries have consular offices in Houston.25 
This growing diversity could be seen as a threat to the city and as a daunting catalyst for 
change, but it is perceived positively instead. Of the survey respondents, 69 percent see 
the growing ethnic diversity as “a great strength for our city.”26 
 
Economic Development 
Houston is a national and international leader in business. According to the 
Greater Houston Partnership, the Houston region had a gross area product of $442.4 
billion in 2011.27 According to the World Bank, if Houston were a country, its economy 
would be larger than that of Argentina or South Africa. Only twenty-four nations would 
have a larger gross national product. Only New York City has more Fortune 500 
companies than Houston, which has twenty-six. The Houston Area contains between 
fifteen and eighteen activity centers of employment, retail, and residences. It is spread 
                                                 
24 Greater Houston Partnership, Foreign-Born Population (Houston, TX: Greater Houston 
Partnership Research, December 21, 2012), http://www.houston.org/newgen/09_Demography/ 
09G%20030%20Foreign-Born%20Population%20Major%20MSAs.pdf (accessed June 1, 2013). 
 
25 City of Houston, “Houston Facts and Figures,” http://www.houstontx.gov/abouthouston/ 
houstonfacts.html (accessed June 1, 2013). 
 
26 Kinder Institute for Urban Research, The Kinder Houston Area Survey: 2012—Perspectives on 
a City in Transition (Houston, TX: Kinder Institute for Urban Research, 2012), 3. 
 
27 Greater Houston Partnership, Houston Region Economic Development Profile.  
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over ten thousand square miles, which is larger than the entire states of New Jersey or 
Massachusetts.28 
The city has a diverse economic base in terms of its industries. It is considered the 
energy capital of the world, serving as home to more than 3,700 energy-related firms.29 It 
is also a science and biotechnology center. This industry is anchored by the Johnson 
Space Center, the Texas Medical Center, and Rice University—the birthplace of 
nanotechnology.  
The Texas Medical Center is one of the most substantial neighbors of First 
Presbyterian Church. There are a total of fifty-four institutions and 290 buildings in it, 
covering over one thousand acres.30 It includes fifteen hospitals, three medical schools, 
four nursing schools as well as schools of dentistry, public health, and pharmacy. It is the 
largest employer in Houston with 1,600 employees.31 According to the Cushman and 
Wakefield firm, the Texas Medical Center soon will be the eighth largest business district 
in the United States.32 In 2012 it recorded 7.2 million patient visits, and the institutions 
cumulatively invested $3.4 billion in research and development.33 Houston’s cultural 
diversity is on full display in this district as well. There are more than two hundred 
                                                 
28 Greater Houston Partnership, Houston Area Profile. 
 
29 Greater Houston Partnership, Houston Region Economic Development Profile. 
 
30 The Texas Medical Center, “Facts & Figures,” http://texasmedicalcenter.org/pages/print-




32 The Texas Medical Center, “Interesting Facts,” http://texasmedicalcenter.org/pages/print-
view/interesting-facts/ (accessed June 1, 2013).  
 
33 The Texas Medical Center, “Facts & Figures.” 
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international collaboration initiatives, involving more than five thousand international 
students and four thousand international workers and visiting scholars.34  
One of the most significant attractions to Houston is the robust job market. 
According to a 2013 article in The Atlantic, Houston is described as “the most powerful 
job engine in the country.”35 Since the economic downturn in 2008, Houston has added 
more than two jobs for each one that it lost. Unemployment rates in 2012 dropped to 6.8 
percent, which is more than a full point below the national average. During the recession, 
Houston was poised to capture the gains from the global economy due to its diversity in 
industrial fields and ethnicities. Between 2008 and 2010, more than one hundred foreign-
owned companies relocated, expanded, or started new businesses in Houston.36  
 
At the Crossroads of Cultures 
 Geographically, First Presbyterian is located in the heart of the city at the 
crossroads of cultures. Though it moved several decades ago from its original site in 
downtown, it now sits in what could be considered an even more strategic location. The 
church campus is located in the heart of the Museum District, which consists of nineteen 
museums that recorded an attendance exceeding seven million in 2011.37 To the west of 
the campus there is one of the wealthiest neighborhoods in all of Houston, West 
                                                 
34 The Texas Medical Center, “Interesting Facts.” 
 
35 Derek Thompson, “Houston Is Unstoppable: Why Texas’ Juggernaut Is America’s #1 Job 
Creator,” The Atlantic, http://www.theatlantic.com/business/archive/2013/05/houston-is-unstoppable-why-




37 Houston Museum District, “Insider’s Guide to the District,” http://houstonmuseumdistrict.org/ 
learn-more-about-the-houston-museum-district/ (accessed June 1, 2011).  
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University Place. Most church members are drawn from there. It represents many of the 
leaders and powerbrokers in the city. To the east is one of the poorest communities, the 
Third Ward. One of the largest homosexual communities in the nation is located to the 
north. To the immediate south the church’s neighbors are Rice University and the Texas 
Medical Center. One can literally walk out different doors of the church and be in 
different cultures. One block from the church campus is a stop on the Metro Rail line that 
connects downtown to the Medical Center and Reliant Stadium. This makes access to the 
city’s cultures and activity centers even more convenient. 
  The location of First Presbyterian Church at the crossroads of Houston’s culture 
is crucial in understanding the potential for a congregation whose faith is engaged in 
daily life. More than half of the people polled in Houston through the Kinder Institute 
said they would rather live in a walkable, urban environment than live in a suburban 
community with a large house and yard.38 In 1999, when asked if they would prefer 
living in a suburban community instead of in an urban environment, 52 percent said they 
were “very” or “somewhat” interested in moving to the suburbs. However, by 2012 that 
number had faded to 28 percent.39 Residents in the Houston area desire to live in the heart 
of the city, and the city’s leaders are investing in urban living centers. First Presbyterian 
Church is perfectly positioned in Houston to minister to those who are migrating into the 
city and settling down. 
 
 
                                                 
38 Kinder Institute for Urban Research, The 32nd Kinder Institute Houston Area Survey, 6. 
 
39 Kinder Institute for Urban Research, The Kinder Houston Area Survey: 2012, 3. 
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A Unique Design to Carry the Gospel 
 First Presbyterian Church’s history is vitally intertwined with that of its city, and 
in many ways they reflect one another. This unique relationship lays the foundation for 
the way in which God has equipped and wired the congregation as a historic community 
of believers. The following sections will lay out the results of a six-month study of the 
congregation, led by the church’s strategic vision team.40 This group included leaders 
from several different generations who had been at the church for as long as forty years 
and as little as six. With the assistance of a professional facilitator they prayerfully 
discussed their own perspectives on the church, interviewed members, and held a retreat 
to pose questions to the entire staff and board of elders. The results were the distillation 
of the unique identity and disposition of First Presbyterian Church, which this project will 
refer to as the “DNA,” assets and opportunities, and weaknesses and threats.41 The 
sections below explore the results in these three areas. This examination is critical to 
understanding the unique identity and gifting that God has given the church to 
accomplish its mission: to carry the Gospel to Houston and the world.  
 
The Church’s DNA for Ministry 
This section will explain the results that culminated in the summation of the DNA 
in the six areas of being biblically orthodox, reverent, creative problem solvers and 
                                                 
40 Session, Vision 2020: “Compelled to Carry the Gospel” (Houston, TX: First Presbyterian 
Church, September 2013). Unless otherwise noted, all information in this section comes from this source 
and retreat discussions that occurred in the “Vision 2020 Analysis of FPC Houston” retreat noted below. 
 
41 Quick MBA, “SWOT Analysis,” http://www.quickmba.com/strategy/swot/ (accessed January 
15, 2013). I first gained information regarding SWOT from Don Short, “Vision 2020 Analysis of FPC 
Houston” (retreat, Short residence, Houston, TX, September 1-15, 2012). 
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entrepreneurs, influential and affluent, generous and community-oriented, and established 
yet adaptive. First, First Presbyterian Church consistently has sought to be “biblically 
orthodox” in the midst of a changing denominational and cultural landscape. In 
discipleship ministries from the youngest children to the oldest adults, there is a 
commitment to encouraging depth in discipleship and biblical knowledge. Sola Scriptura, 
“by Scripture alone,” was one of the essential tenets of the Reformation, and it continues 
to be central today in the life of the church. First Presbyterian has been known for its 
publically broadcast Bible studies like “Back to the B.A.S.I.C.S.” and for an 
internationally used curriculum published through Zondervan, Bible in Ninety Days.42  
 Second, the church was described as “reverent.” This reflects the worship 
environment and disposition of the congregation. The church facilities are designed to be 
traditional and classic. With its towering white pillars and red brick edifices it 
communicates stability, strength, and history. The opposite of this would be churches that 
meet in multipurpose rooms, storefronts, or modern buildings. The relational warmth and 
hospitality of the congregation give it more of a feeling of a grand home rather than a 
cold, impersonal institution. The church seeks to be relationally welcoming to everyone, 
whether friend or stranger, but also respectful and humble of being in God’s presence.  
 Third, the people who were interviewed identified a dominant aspect of the 
church’s DNA as “creative problem solvers.” Another word that was used often in 
relation to this characteristic was “entrepreneurial.” For example, the church is passionate 
about helping the indigent in the community. Most churches would be content to have a 
                                                 
42 Ted Cooper, Bible in 90 Days (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 2005); see also Jack Modesett, 
Jr., “Back to the B.A.S.I.C.S.,” http://www.backtothebasics.org/ (accessed January 15, 2014). 
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weekly soup kitchen or to hand out clothes and toiletries. However, the lay leaders 
initiated a series of ministries that use their vast gifts of political influence and financial 
means to establish three unique ministries that are separate non-profit entities from the 
church. They include afterschool tutoring and a college preparation program for children 
at risk; a multi-service center that connects the indigent with city and state resources and 
helps them become re-established in society; and a ministry that helps people acquire 
proper identification and documentation, which is the only one of its kind in the city. The 
congregation does not settle for minor, shallow efforts to stem injustice and problems in 
the city; instead, congregants want to invest their time and energy in carefully calculated 
strategies that influence the systems at work in the community. 
 Fourth, the congregation is “influential and affluent.” This aspect was prevalent in 
the discussions of the church’s DNA, but it also was feared. The church has seen the 
positive and negative sides of this one more than others. The congregation is replete with 
people who are from influential families; are highly educated; or function as leaders in 
their respective fields like medicine, research, science, banking, law, and the like. The 
church has had wonderful examples of people who have exercised their influence and 
have used their gifts to glorify God and live the Gospel in their daily lives. However, there 
are also moments in the church’s history in which those blessings have become sources of 
pride and hubris, leading to idolatry and a dependence on themselves instead of God. 
 Fifth, First Presbyterian Church is known to be “generous and community 
oriented.” There have been examples already given in this chapter and section of the 
work in which the church has engaged within the community. Congregants also 
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communicate this commitment financially and structurally. Missions and evangelism 
have the largest line in the church’s budget, totaling $996,500.43 It also has a large staff 
with five full-time employees dedicated to equipping the congregation for local and 
international ministry. Beyond the church staff and programs, members of the 
congregation are independently at work in the community, serving on the staffs and 
boards of many non-profit organizations across the city.  
 Sixth, the interviewees distilled a final key part of the church’s DNA as 
“established yet adaptive.” Many historic and mainline churches find themselves 
declining rapidly and paralyzed in ministry due to various reasons, including changes in 
the neighborhood and in the church’s role in the society. In the Presbyterian Church 
(USA) alone, over the last thirty years more than 1,200 churches have closed; and 
overall, membership has dropped from 3.1 million to 1.8 million.44 Although it is historic 
and mainline, First Presbyterian Church has signs of life and flourishing ministry. Despite 
dramatic changes in its immediate neighborhood and context over the last 175 years, it 
remains a robust, prominent community of believers in Houston. In its seasons of growth 
and productivity, it has leveraged its history and tradition as a foundation to adapt its 
ministries to reach the community.  
 
 
                                                 
43 Clerk of Session, Session Meeting Packet, May 2013, 11. 
 
44 This was determined by comparing the statistics two sources: Jack Marcum, The Presbyterian 
Church (U.S.A) at 25: A Statistical Look at Denominational Change (Louisville: Research Services/ General 
Assembly Mission Council, 2009), Presbyterian Church (USA), http://www.pcusa.org/media/uploads/ 
research/pdfs/cs-2008.pdf (accessed August 29, 2013), 1; and Presbyterian Church (USA), The PC(USA) 
Congregations and Membership, 2001 to 2012 (Louisville: Research Services, 2013), http://www.pcusa.org/ 
media/uploads/research/pdfs/2012-cs-table1.pdf (accessed August 29, 2013). 
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Assets and Opportunities 
 The current demographics and trends in the city of Houston paint a portrait of a 
bountiful spiritual harvest waiting to be gathered, and the DNA and assets of First 
Presbyterian Church make it potentially a unique and influential church of harvesters in 
the greater community. Opportunities and challenges abound. This section will 
summarize the results of the focus groups and interviews in the category of assets and 
opportunities. 
 One of the primary assets of the church is its people and relationships. The 
leadership resources are seen as effective and abundant in the pastoral, staff, and lay 
categories. The congregation itself is multigenerational, which provides the opportunity 
for cross-generational mentoring and offers a greater sense of family for both visitors and 
members. There are also numerous ministry partners in the community and around the 
world who are able to provide encouragement, accountability, and perspective. Currently, 
there are twenty-eight partners locally and thirty-five globally.  
 Another set of assets focuses around the church’s size and resources. The facility 
is large and diverse, providing ample space for meetings of a variety of sizes and types. It 
is located in a strategic location in the city, which offers the church easy access to the 
influential centers of Houston. Its heritage and legacy in the city give it an even deeper 
connection into the life and development of the community. Despite the size of its facility 
and large overhead costs, the church remains debt free and financially sound.  
 The opportunities reflect these assets. The church is in a position to influence the 
heart of Houston. Its location is at the crossroads of cultures, and the immediate 
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neighborhood is attracting an incredible migration into the center of the city. People are 
flocking to the church’s vicinity without the church having to exert any energy to attract 
them. The church needs only to focus on building relationships with these new neighbors. 
Many of the ministry opportunities will be taken advantage of if the church commits to 
disciple and equip congregants to use their gifts and engage their faith in their circles of 
influence.  
 
Weaknesses and Threats 
 The weaknesses that were identified through the committee’s process often 
illustrate the shadowy side of the assets and opportunities of First Presbyterian Church. 
One cannot solely focus on just one; rather, it is prudent to acknowledge and prayerfully 
reflect on them together. It was agreed upon that the greatest weakness is the tendency 
towards self-reliance, arrogance, and pride. God has blessed the church abundantly by the 
world’s terms: location, facility, finance, educated staff and laity, and influence. All too 
often congregants look past the giver and attribute those gifts to their own merit or 
accomplishment. The gifts then become blessings that are hoarded and idols that must be 
protected. This also leads to what was termed a “comfortable consumer” mentality or an 
“inward focus.” In this mentality, the membership can arrive at church in order to 
consume the ministries and blessings of the congregation, instead of seeing those gifts as 
blessings to be dispersed in the community.  
 A weakness that drains the church’s assets is “institutional maintenance.” This 
takes into consideration the facility. The facility demands a substantial investment of 
financial and human resources to keep it maintained to the standard that the congregation 
 
30 
is accustomed. These resources could be otherwise directed towards what some would 
refer to as more ministry-oriented expenses. Nevertheless, these maintenance costs are 
necessary to preserve the facility and location that afford so much potential for the 
ministry of the church. 
 A final weakness is seen in the staff and ministry department organization. There 
are thirteen session committees and fifty-seven full-time staff members.45 With a high 
degree of specialization and access to resources, it is easy to lose communication among 
parts of the staff, which results in a lack of coordination and unity. Also, in the absence of 
communication, it is more likely for the staff to overlook important tasks that are not 
being done while duplicating efforts in other areas. Ministry endeavors can deteriorate 
quickly if leadership experiences confusion of responsibility and expectations. 
 The threats to First Presbyterian Church’s desire to carry the Gospel to Houston 
and the world can be divided into two types: internal and external. Internally, the asset of 
a multigenerational congregation can become a threat if it is left undeveloped. The 
different perspectives on discipleship and ministry sharpen and enhance one another 
when they are nurtured to do so; but when ignored, they create fractures in the 
community and conflicts easily erupt. Another internal threat is materialism and 
increased busyness. The church members are often affluent and active in the community, 
and their discipleship gradually can be reduced to receiving the leftovers of their time and 
resources. As their time and energy are directed towards other commitments, their 
                                                 
45 Susan Burk-Stapp, interview by author, Houston, TX, October 17, 2013. Burk-Stapp is the 
director for Human Resources for First Presbyterian Church of Houston. 
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financial resources follow, and materialistic and consumer cravings replace the pursuit of 
discipleship depth. 
Another internal threat is “rigidity and inflexibility.” Tradition runs deeply in a 
congregation that is as old as First Presbyterian Church, and there is always the 
possibility that it could paralyze the organization by resisting adaptation and innovation. 
The church has favored more forward-thinking qualities throughout its history, but it is an 
ongoing challenge that demands attentiveness. In the areas where rigid tradition has taken 
root, it has stunted growth and drained resources.  
 Externally, the church must face the challenge of a culture that is becoming 
increasingly hostile to the Gospel and biblical orthodoxy. The American Church has 
moved away from the center of cultural life and is advancing involuntarily towards the 
margins.46 Views on religion and morality are polarized locally and nationally. These 
cultural trends will force members of the church who are publicly influential to acquiesce 
to this plurality of perspectives or face the risk of sacrificing their influence and 
reputation.  
 The shift in demographics in Houston is also a substantial threat to the church. 
The neighborhoods in the inner city around First Presbyterian are changing, and the 
congregation will be tempted to respond by growing more and more insular and seek to 
prevent the diversity of the neighborhood from infiltrating the church. Churches across 
the city and nation are dying due to a resistance to changes in their context and an 
avoidance of adapting their ministries to reach the shifting demographics. Houston is 
                                                 
46 McNeal, Missional Renaissance, 13. 
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undergoing one of the largest population shifts in the nation, and the church is physically 
located in the middle of it. A burden for the lost must replace fear of strangers, and a 






























 This chapter reviews six key resources that influence this project. They are 
divided into two categories: the essence of the Church and organizational culture. The 
first section consists of theological resources that provide a foundation for who the 
Church is and how it functions. The Church in the Power of the Spirit reminds those in 
today’s Body of Christ that they are to be an eschatological paradox, living in the present 
but always anticipating the fullness of God’s future reign. The Missional Church: A 
Vision for the Sending of the North American Church calls the Church in North America 
back to its primary calling as a people who are organized to accomplish God’s mission in 
the world, and Missional Renaissance: Changing the Scorecard for the Church provides 
a multi-faceted portrait of what a missional church looks like and how a traditional 
congregation needs to change in order to be one. 
 The resources about organizational culture offer insights into the nature of the 
challenges that First Presbyterian Church of Houston faces and how its leadership can 
respond. Organizational Culture and Leadership gives a framework for understanding 
how culture affects an organization and how a leader can create, imbed, and change it. 
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Leadership on the Line: Staying Alive through the Dangers of Leading differentiates 
between technical and adaptive problems and provides insights regarding how to grapple 
with the latter. Organizational Traps diagnoses the manner in which organizations allow 
defensive reasoning to entrap them and prevent learning that is essential to growth and 
success. 
 
The Essence of the Church 
 The essence of the Church is that it is the people of God who are created by his 
Spirit for the purpose of living out the kingdom of God and lifting up the name of God in 
this world. It is God’s eschatological community who is called to direct the attention of 
the world to Jesus Christ. The Church’s essence is its spiritual identity and not an earthly, 
institutional one. The following resources elaborate on different facets of this identity, 
from theological to practical elements, and provide a theological basis for what it will 
look like for First Presbyterian Church of Houston to develop a missional culture. 
 
The Church in the Power of the Spirit by Jürgen Moltmann 
 First Presbyterian Church strives to build on the past, instead of being stuck in it, 
so that members can minister fully in the present. In The Church in the Power of the 
Spirit, Jürgen Moltmann provides an ecclesiological perspective that compels the church 
towards a vision that emerges not from the history of a local body of believers but from 
the history of Christ and the Spirit’s introduction of the future and forever kingdom in the 
present.1 It is a vision for the Church that takes attention off the limits of an era or a 
                                                 
1 Jürgen Moltmann, The Church in the Power of the Spirit (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1993). 
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geographic location and sets it on the mission of the Trinity. The Church in its essence 
and calling is God’s eschatological community in the world.  
Moltmann addressed the Church of the late twentieth century that was facing a 
world in which globalization was increasing rapidly, morality in western civilization was 
decaying, and the Church was losing influence as it became more mired in its own 
institutionalism. Nevertheless, his challenge to the Church rings true in the twenty-first 
century in that local churches must discover their missionary calling in their own country 
or context, because they cannot continue to see themselves as the agents of European or 
American Christianity.2 They exemplify a distinct kingdom and a different reign. They 
represent Christ’s mission, and it is in light of this mission that a church is understood. 
Forming the community of faith, members with all their skills, resources, and potential 
belong to the mission of God’s kingdom.3 Followers of Jesus Christ are not called to 
spread the church institution but to spread the kingdom of God.4 
In Moltmann’s theology the Church is a community that stands before God, 
before the world, and before the future. Before God it is his community which he has 
created and has called into being, and it presents the world to God in its prayers and 
intercessions. Before the world it preaches the Gospel and declares God’s reign and 
                                                 
2 Ibid., 9.  
 
3 Ibid., 10. 
 




provision of salvation. Before the future it proclaims that in Christ a consummation is 
coming to history that will culminate in the universal and eternal reign of God.5  
The Church is an eschatological paradox. It stands in the present but always looks 
forward to the future. This paradox can be seen in the sacrament of communion. In the 
words of institution, Christ directs the Church to take it in remembrance of his sacrifice 
on the cross; and Paul adds that, as believers do all these things, they proclaim the Lord’s 
death until his future return (1 Corinthians 11:23-27). Communion is a present act that 
remembers the once and final act of Christ on the cross, defeating sin and death, but also 
directs people forward towards the coming of God’s reign in its fullness.6  
Likewise, the Church is both an historical and eschatological power. It is an 
imperfect institution that experiences the brokenness and sinfulness of the present age 
while enjoying the justification and new birth that is yet to be known in its fullness.7 It 
has the function of a transition to something else: the eternal kingdom of God.8  
Therefore, the Church must always point beyond itself and its imperfect nature to the One 
who is perfect and who will return to establish his kingdom.  
The Holy Spirit is the eschatological agent in this present age. He is the Spirit of 
the Living Christ, sent by the Father and Son, and is the down payment of the believer’s 
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eternal inheritance.9 The work of the Holy Spirit can be described as history passing into 
eschatology and eschatology into history. The Church itself is the eschatological creation 
of the Spirit, called and empowered to walk in a way that is faithful to God’s eternal 
reign. Moltmann comments on the modern infatuation with identifying “signs of the 
times” or “signs of the end times.” This is carried out both by those who profess Christ 
and those who do not. However, there is only one sign of the time—Jesus Christ, his 
presence, his works, and his teachings. Christ’s ministry through the Holy Spirit should 
direct the attention of his people to faithful living in the “today” of his mission and 
presence.10 All the other signs that people look to as apocalyptic should drive the believer 
in humility and joy to witness all the more vigorously to the Gospel.11  
The Church is administered by the Spirit.12 Indeed the Church is present wherever 
the Spirit is present and at work. The Spirit of God is on a mission to liberate people from 
the compulsion to sin, the idols of power, and “Godforsakeness” and the Church is his 
primary channel to do so.13 It calls all people to join with Christ in his death and to be 
resurrected to new life in Christ (Romans 6:3-4). When this liberating Gospel is 
proclaimed, it is the declaration of the eschatological future of God’s reign; it is carried 
and experienced only in the power and presence of the Spirit. All aspects of the Christian 
community’s life are directed towards this future order of all things, which now are being 
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12 Ibid., 64. 
 
13 Ibid., 93. 
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made known in the present. The Spirit empowers followers of Christ with supernatural 
gifts to proclaim this truth in every aspect of life, wherever God sends them, both inside 
and outside the Christian community. The charismatic gifts do not cease when they leave 
the church building; rather, they are designed to be manifest in the world as well.14 
Moltmann’s ecclesiology challenges First Presbyterian Church to have a vision 
beyond itself. This vision is fixed on the Christ who will consummate history and is not 
fixed on accomplishments and assets or failures and weaknesses. The God, whose Spirit 
now indwells Christians, provides eternal purpose and meaning to the everyday life of the 
Body of Christ (Acts 2:38; Ephesians 2:19-22). Moltmann offers a sound theological 
basis for this challenge, but he leaves it to his readers to determine how to do this. It is 
intensely philosophical but hardly practical. Nevertheless, it dares churches like First 
Presbyterian Church to apply its power and prestige to the work of God’s kingdom 
instead of their own.  
 
Missional Church: A Vision for the Sending of the Church in North 
America, Edited by Darrell L. Guder and Lois Barrett 
 
 The churches in North America, especially mainline churches like First 
Presbyterian Church, face an unparalleled season in their history. Membership and 
attendance are decreasing rapidly while the cultural power and influence that these 
institutions once held are marginalized, if not gone completely. In addition to these 
dynamics, the crises are complex and numerous: clergy burnout, the loss of younger 
generations, the end of denominational loyalty, questions of biblical authority, rapid 
                                                 




technological advancements, and the irrelevance of church forms and traditions.15 The 
authors of the chapters in Missional Church seek to answer the question of how to respond 
to the overarching and overwhelming predicament that the North American Church is 
confronting. Their solution is not a method or a problem-solving process; rather, it is a 
deeply spiritual and theological response that answers the essential question of who the 
Church is and why it exists.  
In “Missional Church: From Sending to Being Sent,” Darrell L. Guder defines the 
Church as “God’s instrument for God’s mission.”16 He goes on to say theology in the 
western Church has developed an “ecclesiocentric view of mission.”17 From this 
perspective the Church is at the center of God’s work in the world, and attention is placed 
on its institutional extension and survival. These tasks are equated with the Gospel and 
evangelism. However, Guder argues for a “theocentric reconceptualization” of Christian 
mission.18 At the center of this understanding is the term missio Dei, the mission of God. 
The God of Scripture is a God who sends. The Father sends the Son, the Father and the 
Son send the Spirit, and the Triune God sends the Church into the world. The Church no 
longer may be treated as the primary purpose of the Gospel, because it is the instrument 
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and witness for the Gospel.19 It is “missional” in that God’s mission in the world is not 
one among many programs; rather, it is a church’s organizing principle.  
 The Church in North America faces serious challenges. Cultural trends and values 
have changed dramatically, and the Body of Christ has not adjusted to communicate the 
Gospel in its context.20 Born of a Constantinian system, the institutional Church enjoyed 
a position of special privilege and influence in American culture; but as its environment 
has shifted from modernity to postmodernity, it has lost its vitality and witness.21 The 
tried and true evangelistic programs have lost their effectiveness. The grand crusades of 
the nineteenth and twentieth centuries no longer reap the harvest of decisions that they 
once did. The structure and organization of most churches are antiquated and culturally 
enmeshed in a way that they no longer serve their primary purpose: to serve as God’s 
instrument for God’s mission.22  
 Missional Church establishes the building blocks for a missional ecclesiology. 
This type of ecclesiology starts with critical biblical and theological reflection before it 
considers structure, organization, or methods.23 The Church’s primary calling is to direct 
people to the reign of God. It is a sign and foretaste that always points people away from 
                                                 
19 Ibid., 4. 
 




22 Ibid., 8. 
 




itself and towards salvation in Christ and the fulfillment of his redemption of Creation.24 
It is also an agent and instrument, bearing the heavenly kingdom’s character, claims, 
demands, and gifts to the world.25 The Church is apostolic.26 This means that it is sent by 
the Triune God into the world in order to be a nation of witnesses among the other 
nations. It is not a geographical nation, nor does it express its power through human 
weapons. However, in “Missional Witness,” Lois Barrett asserts that it is a global people 
who express the authority of the kingdom of God through love, grace, and 
righteousness.27 The Church is a community of witnesses that is created and sustained by 
the Holy Spirit. It is not formed by human intention or efforts but by God.28 The Spirit 
empowers the Church for the task at hand, informing, guiding, and sustaining Christians 
to embody God’s reign.29  
 Essential to a missional ecclesiology is a missional understanding of leadership. 
The Presbyterian Church (USA), which is the denomination to which First Presbyterian 
belongs, has maintained an entrenched institutional understanding of leadership. In order 
to serve as a leader in one of its churches, a minister is required to have a master’s or 
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doctoral degree and conform to an extensive ordination process culminating in complex 
written and oral examinations. This reflects how ecclesiastic leadership shifted in the 
Reformation, which birthed Presbyterianism, towards a more pedagogical identity.30  
Leaders in missional churches will need a more complex set of skills than the old model, 
and they will need to receive it in a more streamlined fashion. They will need to be adept 
at biblical and theological studies, being able to assess current church programs and 
structures in light of what Scripture teaches about God’s mission.31  
Pastors also need the skills to dissect and scrutinize the cultural context of the 
church. As cultural change accelerates, leaders will be challenged to grapple with these 
trends and how God is calling his followers to live out the Gospel faithfully in the midst of 
them. However, in “Missional Leadership: Equipping God’s People for Mission,” Alan J. 
Roxburgh says all of these skills will be for naught if leaders lack courage and endurance 
to lead as an example for the community.32 If not for the gift of the Holy Spirit, this task 
would be impossible. Therefore, there will be a diminishing importance on authority based 
on position or academic credentials, which will be replaced by Spirit-centered gifts and 
charisma.33 
 First Presbyterian Church of Houston is a large institution that has expensive 
institutional needs in terms of space, time, leadership, and finances. At the same time, it 
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has strands in its organizational DNA which resist institutional rigidity. Missional Church 
provides the cultural and institutional insight to empower the leadership of First 
Presbyterian with a direction for transforming its ministry philosophy and 
implementation. Like Moltmann, the authors of Missional Church direct the church’s 
attention away from itself and towards Jesus and the kingdom of God. They are able to 
address some of the challenges of the modern, American context in which First 
Presbyterian Church exists. Missional Church is more easily accessible for the leadership 
of the congregation, because it struggles with familiar issues and provides background for 
how they evolved.  
 
Missional Renaissance: Changing the Scorecard for the Church  
by Reggie McNeal 
 
 Missional Renaissance is not considered a highly academic resource; however, it 
deserves attention because it has been widely read among the leadership of First 
Presbyterian Church of Houston. Over the last three years the missions committee, the 
staff, and the session have studied and discussed Reggie McNeal’s resource. Sunday 
School classes have been taught on it, and one of the church mottos is derived from it: 
“Live your life like you are on a mission trip.”34 The strength of this resource is that 
McNeal is able to communicate the application of missional theology to everyone, from 
the professionally trained pastor to the lay person sitting in the pews. However, he does 
not address the theological content of the Gospel or approach it from a reformed 
perspective. 
                                                 




 McNeal defines a “missional church” as “the people of God partnering with God 
in his redemptive mission in the world.”35 Two key parts to this definition are that the 
church is a “who,” not a “what,” and that the mission belongs to God. First, the Church is 
not a building, a location, or an institution. It formed by people who seek to follow Jesus 
Christ in their daily lives in the world.36 Also, the mission does not arise from the 
Church, nor does it have a congregation at the center of it. It originates with the God of 
Scripture, who is a missionary God.37 He takes the initiative in saving his people, and he 
gives each believer his very Spirit in order to strengthen and to guide them in being his 
disciple.38 This is the focus of McNeal’s first two chapters. 
 Every other chapter gives a list of ways to implement a missional strategy in a 
local church. Central to this approach is McNeal’s conviction that in order for the church 
to become more missional, it has to “change the scorecard” or begin measuring different 
things.39 The metrics of the typical American church, particularly those in the 
Presbyterian Church (USA), continue to focus on institutional goals like membership, 
attendance, buildings, and budget. McNeal presses church leaders to see beyond the time- 
honored standards for success in order to make the shift to a missional church model.40 
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McNeal identifies key shifts that have happened in American culture that are 
critical to understanding the importance of being a missional church: the emergence of 
the altruism economy, the search for personal growth, and the hunger for spiritual 
vitality.41 Each of these shifts inspires an overarching shift in how the church operates: 
from an internal focus to an external one, from program development to people 
development, and from church-based leadership to kingdom-based leadership.  
The first shift McNeal emphasizes is how there has arisen a keen interest in giving 
back to the community through time, talents, and resources. People are growing more 
sensitive to the need to make a difference in society. They are serving in the community 
and expect their schools and businesses to do the same. This challenges churches to 
become more than just a recipient of a generous culture and instead serve as a leader in 
generosity to the community.42 The attention of their leaders and resources needs to move 
away from an internal focus on institutional needs to an external focus on the community. 
McNeal compares the church to an airport. If an airport ever saw itself as the destination, 
instead of a connecter, it would fail miserably. Similarly, the purpose of the Church is not 
to be a final destination but a place where people can encounter God and connect his 
mission to their everyday lives.43 
The second shift McNeal highlights is how there is an increased desire for 
personal growth—essentially, people want their lives to matter. They want to learn and 
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grow into the unique person that they are created to be.44 The self-help sections of 
bookstores and libraries overflow with new resources to empower people on this journey 
to find meaning. They do not want programs that treat everyone the same way but instead 
want to be treated as unique individuals. Unfortunately, the modern American 
congregation has thrived on using programs that are widely distributed and minimize 
personalization. In order to connect with a culture that is earnestly seeking personal 
growth, the North American Church must shift from a focus on program development to 
one on human development. Emphases on training, standardizing, and large group 
interactions are now replaced by a renewed commitment to mentoring, coaching, and 
debriefing faith and life. According to McNeal, a scorecard that reflects this shift will 
center on sending people into service and spending time with them on their “life turf”— 
such as home, work, school, and community—instead of on gathering people in the 
church building for programs.45 
Finally, McNeal describes the hunger for spiritual vitality in American culture. 
The Church often has felt threatened by the non-traditional forms of spiritual seeking 
prevalent in society today. This includes New Age, Buddhism, Kabbalah, and the like. 
However, this dynamic reflects the overall skeptical view of institutions like large 
corporations—and unfortunately, churches as well.46 People yearn for a non-institutional 
version of Jesus who does not seem confined to a nice building but is outside church 
walls, transforming the community and the world. The Church has to shift from an 
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institutionally based understanding of leadership to a kingdom-based one. McNeal calls 
this type of leadership “A.D. 30 Leadership,” because it forces churches back to their 
first-century roots. This antithesis to modern, institutional leadership is seen as organic, 
disruptive, personal, prophetic, kingdom-focused, and empowering.47 
Missional Renaissance gives many illustrations of what a missional church looks 
like and breaks down the three shifts into easily digested pieces of information. However, 
it fails to address the theological substance that sets the benevolence of the Church apart 
from that of the world. The resource is intended for an insider audience who is rooted in 
American church practices. An unchurched Houstonian who is not a follower of Jesus 
could easily pick it up and get excited about its content. However, that person would 
probably not be able to grasp the content of the Gospel from it.  
 
Organizational Culture and Leadership 
 Understanding organizational culture and the role of leadership is critical for 
anyone who seeks to lead an organization during a time of transition and change. The 
following resources explore how culture affects groups and how those groups either can 
resist change or flourish through it. Leadership plays a vital role in the way organizations 
view the challenges they face and whether they will muster the courage and conviction 
that they will need to overcome those challenges. These resources are not written from a 
theological perspective, but they are tools that can help leaders at First Presbyterian 
Church delve into its deeply rooted culture. 
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Organizational Culture and Leadership by Edgar H. Schein 
 First Presbyterian Church is an historic institution in the city of Houston with 
vibrant involvement in the community and a celebrated roster of leaders, both past and 
present. Each season of the church’s life and its leaders have impacted the way that the 
congregation sees itself, its role in the community, and its congregational relationships. 
The culture of the congregation that has developed over the last 175 years is complex and 
constantly at work behind the scenes. Edgar H. Schein describes an organization’s culture 
as a “here and now” dynamic phenomenon and a coercive background structure.48 Even 
though it is often unseen and operates in the background, the patterns and priorities that it 
determines are rehearsed and played out publicly and privately moment by moment in an 
organization. It operates outside people’s awareness; yet it is pervasive and influences all 
aspects of how an organization deals with its primary purpose, its external environment, 
and its internal organization and processes.49 
 Schein defines organizational culture as “a pattern of shared basic assumptions 
learned by a group as it solved its problems of external adaptation and internal 
integration, which has worked well enough to be considered valid and, therefore, to be 
taught to new members as the correct way to perceive, think, and feel in relation to those 
problems.”50 Basically, culture enables an organization to cope with its environment and 
enculturate new members in a way that protects the consistency and comfort of the group. 
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The leadership of an organization plays a crucial role in identifying both healthy and 
dysfunctional aspects of culture and then managing the group through change in a way 
that it can survive its shifting environment.51 
 According to Schein, there are three levels of culture: artifacts, espoused beliefs, 
and underlying assumptions. Artifacts are the visible products of the culture.52 In a 
church setting, this includes the architecture of the building, language used in worship 
and classes, expressions of music and visual arts, and the manner in which the sacraments 
are administered. Espoused beliefs are the explicitly stated values and goals of the 
organization. These are the values and goals that have been socially validated by the 
members.53 They are time-honored ways of rationalizing behaviors, programs, and 
decisions that may be contradictory but are nevertheless influential. The deepest level of 
culture, underlying assumptions, makes up the organization’s basic sense of identity and 
self-esteem.54 These last two levels tend to be difficult to confront or debate openly and 
therefore are difficult to change.  
 In Schein’s understanding of culture, leaders are critical in the process of 
building, imbedding, and evolving culture. An organization goes through a process of 
evolving from a startup to an established organization. Central to this evolutionary 
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process is how the group deals with authority and their relationships with one another.55 
He identifies four stages of this “group evolution.” They are “group formation,” “group 
building,” “group work,” and “group maturity.”56  First Presbyterian Church is in the 
“group maturity” stage. It is described by this statement: “We know who we are, what we 
want, and how to get it. We have been successful, so we must be right.” In this stage 
there is an emotional need to protect the group and its culture and minimize creativity and 
differentiation.57 An organization that has experienced success in the past likely will hold 
more strongly to its underlying assumptions, while creating espoused values and goals 
that are contradictory to those assumptions. The results are an organization that wrestles 
with mixed messages and counterproductive efforts, thus reinforcing a resistance to 
adapting to changes in the external environment. 
In order for a leader to change a culture there are three phases that must occur: 
“unfreezing: creating the motivation to change;” “learning new concepts, new meanings 
for old concepts, and new standards for judgment;” and “internalizing new concepts, 
meanings, and standards.”58 At the heart of the unfreezing phase is creating the 
motivation to change by moderating survival anxiety over the ways the organization is 
currently operating and nurturing psychological safety to overcome learning anxieties. 
Members must feel a fear that is deep enough to compel them to want to change, but they 
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also must feel enough stability to embrace new learning and training.59 The second and 
third stages both involve new concepts, new meanings for old concepts, and new 
standards for judgment. The key mechanisms for accomplishing these mean developing 
new leaders who can serve as role models and encouraging experimentation and 
entrepreneurial risk.60 
Organizational Culture and Leadership provides a framework for understanding 
First Presbyterian Church’s culture in light of its significant history. It gives applicable 
tools for addressing deep-seated values and beliefs that drive how the church sees itself, 
its leadership, and its community. However, in order to implement this framework it will 
require identifying the right leaders who are willing to labor through the honest self-
evaluation that it requires. Schein offers a thorough explanation for understanding one’s 
organizational culture and provides some ideas as to how one might consider changing it. 
In applying this resource to a church context, a helpful addition would be to integrate the 
practice of the Christian disciplines. Changing an organization’s culture can take a long 
time; the disciplines can direct the congregation’s attention on Jesus through it and 
provide an intentional way to listen humbly for God’s leading. 
 
Leadership on the Line: Staying Alive through the Dangers of Leading 
by Ronald A. Heifetz and Marty Linsky 
 
 As described in the Introduction of this doctoral project, there is currently a 
conflict arising at First Presbyterian Church between the new mission statement and the 
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old ways of operating as a church. In order to accomplish the mission statement, people 
will have to change. The membership will need to adjust its expectations of the church. 
The session will need to reallocate church resources, and the professional staff will 
require new training in how to equip congregants for ministry. This is a deep level of 
change, unlike anything the church willingly has faced in its recent history. In Leadership 
on the Line, Ronald A. Heifetz and Marty Linsky provide insight in diagnosing the 
conflict at hand.61  
 The quality of leadership can be reduced to the willingness of a leader to manage 
adaptive change in an organization. Central to understanding this book is the 
differentiation between technical and adaptive problems. The former consist of problems 
that are familiar and have solutions. Technical problems always have an existing answer. 
They can be controlled and fixed merely by using policies and mechanisms that have 
proved to be successful in the past.62 On the other hand, adaptive problems have not been 
encountered before the presenting moment and have no known solution. They produce 
far more questions instead of answers. Grappling with this latter category of problems 
requires deep change in the people involved and draws an organization or group to 
question its values, beliefs, and habits.63 
 Heifetz and Linsky note that one of the most common leadership failures that they 
see is when people in positions of authority seek to address adaptive issues with technical 
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approaches.64 Technical solutions seek to maintain order, comfort, and stability by using 
simple, straightforward responses. Adaptive solutions are disruptive and unnerving. 
Confronting the way that people see and do their work challenges the way in which they 
define themselves. The title of this book, Leadership on the Line, emerges from the 
reality that if leaders are willing to grapple with adaptive changes then they will risk their 
authority, reputation, relationships, and position. These changes are generally avoided 
and are the most difficult to face, because they are painful. The rules, organizational 
culture and norms, policies and procedures, rewards, and limited empowerment of 
leadership actually steer people to avoid these types of problems.65 
 There are four ways offered to distinguish between technical and adaptive 
challenges. First, an issue is adaptive if it requires a change in hearts and minds and not 
just a surface alteration in behaviors or routines. Adaptive issues challenge how people 
view themselves, their work, and their environment. Second, leaders can distinguish 
between the two by attempting to solve the problem using technical solutions. If they fail 
to remedy or stem the issues, then there is probably an underlying adaptive challenge. 
Third, when there are underlying adaptive issues in an organization conflict persists. 
Fourth, the presence of crises often indicates unresolved issues below the surface. These 
moments of urgency are opportune times to engage the group’s attention on these 
daunting adaptive transitions.66 
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The authors present a five-step method for responding to adaptive change: “get on 
the balcony,”67 “think politically,”68 “orchestrate the conflict,”69 “give the work back,”70 
and “hold steady.”71 The first step of getting “on the balcony” requires leaders to distance 
themselves from the conflict or situation and seek a third-person perspective on what is 
happening, including what role they are playing among the other people that contributes 
to the present situation.72 This is a skill that observes relationships, systemic behaviors, 
and how people use power and authority.  
Leading a large organization through an adaptive season means prioritizing 
relationships. In the second step, Heifetz and Linsky encourage adaptive leaders to “think 
politically” about their interpersonal connections, and they provide three categories to do 
so: allies, enemies, and the uncommitted middle. The first group requires little attention; 
the second demands more, because their very opposition is indicative that they have the 
most to lose in terms of loyalty, reputation, and stability; and the third group is the most 
vital to influence because they are usually the largest of the groups but have less to lose if 
the status quo changes.73 Intentionally building bridges with all three is both 
compassionate and strategically essential. The third step is to orchestrate the conflict. 
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While this is often necessary because people resist conflict, conflict is essential to facing 
adaptive change.74 Accomplishing this involves providing a situation in which the people 
can experience both the anxiety of not changing and the safety to experiment and 
discover new solutions.  
The final two pieces to Heifetz and Linsky’s method for responding to adaptive 
challenges are arguably the two most important and applicable to leaders at First 
Presbyterian Church: give the work back and hold steady. The church is the congregation 
and not the building or the staff. In order for the church to endure seasons of adaptive 
change, the people have to internalize and engage it themselves. It is a mistake for leaders 
to assume they can take on complex changes like these on their own. They have to 
empower the members of the church to own the problems and solutions themselves. The 
authors note that the solutions are achieved when “the people with the problem” go 
through a process together to become “the people with the solution.”75 Congregational 
ownership of the issues at hand is necessary; and if done properly, it can strengthen and 
empower the people over time. The final exhortation to leaders engaged in adaptive 
change is to hold steady. A leader managing in a process like this inevitably will 
encounter resistance through marginalization, diversion, attacks, and seduction. The key 
is to maintain poise and focus, despite those change-resistant tactics.76 The congregants 
who make up a church are easily bound to traditions, programs, and loyalties to leaders 
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and people. Disrupting these likely produces distress, which will lead to anger, hurt, and 
dissension.  
 
Organizational Traps: Leadership, Culture, Organizational Design  
by Chris Argyris 
 
Organizational cultures are deep-seated dynamics and challenging to change. 
Chris Argyris contends that at the heart of this challenge lie “traps.”77 Organizations 
become trapped by behaviors that prevent learning, stifle change, and even work against 
their own interests. In order for leaders and members to strive to value openness, honesty, 
integrity, and respect, they must avoid undermining these very characteristics by steering 
around the traps of anti-learning and anti-correction as well as the mire of denial and 
blaming others.78 No matter how much an organization seeks to prevent these operational 
discrepancies through policies and seminars, they persist. 
Traps are systemic behaviors that create “errors,” which Argyris defines as 
“mismatches between what is intended and what actually happens.”79 These types of 
behaviors abound in large organizations. For example, despite a concerted effort to create 
openness, transparency, and trust, all three are weakened. In an effort to bring up a 
problem, attention is drawn away to another distracting issue. When differences and 
complications arise, people blame the system and other people while denying personal 
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responsibility. Leaders attempt to change the status quo, but it continues on unaffected.80 
Traps are at work when efforts are counterproductive to their own spoken interests and 
intentions. 
 A group’s capacity to accomplish desired results is not a factor for “traps.” At the 
heart of these error-producing behaviors is a competing inner desire to avoid threatening 
and embarrassing situations.81 In order to avoid these types of situations, there are 
underlying rules that are often subconscious, which enable one to do so. Argyris says that 
every person and organization has an “espoused theory” and a “theory-in-use.”82 It is 
possible for these two to match, but it is often unlikely. There are two models of 
reasoning that drive these two theories: defensive reasoning and productive reasoning. 
These are referred to as Model I and Model II.83 
 Model I reasoning has four governing values: maintain unilateral control, win and 
do not lose, suppress negative feelings, and behave rationally. It is designed to defend the 
self against fundamental, disruptive change.84 Model II reasoning has three values: seek 
valid and testable information, create an informed choice, and monitor diligently to detect 
and correct errors. Ideally these lead to openness, transparency, and trust.85 Traps occur 
when someone espouses Model II values, but their actions are fundamentally grounded in 
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Model I values. The research on which this book is based found that there were often 
fundamental, systematic mismatches between individuals’ espoused theories of action 
and their actual theories in use.86 
 When people are caught in a trap, they blame others and deny personal 
responsibility. They “deny that they are denying” and “make issues undiscussable.”87 
Finally, this creates a mindset that they are a victim of the system, and critical cultural 
changes are labeled “impossible.” This trapped mindset becomes self-fueling, self-
reinforcing, and circular in its rationale. Argyris states that this causes skilled 
incompetence, skilled unawareness, and self-protective actions because people continue 
to espouse Model II values and aims while practicing Model I. Traps minimize threats 
and embarrassment while protecting comfort and the status quo.88 
 Organizational traps accurately describe the conundrum that First Presbyterian 
Church faces today. It espouses one set of goals and values, yet it undermines and 
regularly fails to reflect them. The church’s goal is to carry the Gospel to Houston and 
the world. After two years of seeking to fulfill that, there is no visible sign of 
accomplishing it. Attendance is slowly declining, and ministries and programs have not 
adjusted to meet this new goal. The church’s theory-in-use reflects Argyris’ statements 
about defensive reasoning, seeking to maintain control, avoiding loss, suppressing 
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negative feelings, and appearing to behave rationally.89 The failure to achieve the desired 
results becomes “undiscussable.”  
 Argyris does not provide an adequate solution to the problem of traps. He uses the 
entire third section to explain how all of the contemporary theories in leadership, culture, 
and organizational design fail to even address the problems presented in this book. In his 
conclusion, he even describes what he calls “the human condition,” which is the 
observation that despite all of the advances in leadership theory and technology 
organizations remain trapped.90 Regarding national and global challenges impacting 
humanity, he states: “As our problems grow, our capacity to deal with them seems to 
diminish.”91 
He diagnoses the problem bluntly and directly, and he unintentionally reflects a 
reformed theology of sin and the Fall. The problems are pervasive, deep-seated, and have 
proven to be impossible to overcome. In the context of First Presbyterian Church, there is 
the ability to further elucidate these challenges theologically; and more importantly, there 
is a source for change and healing. One can hear John the Baptist preaching the principles 
of this book and closing with the statement: “Repent for the Kingdom of Heaven is near” 
(Matthew 3:2).92 Followers of Christ are not doomed to eternal misery and unfruitfulness 
by the recognition of sin (Romans 8:6); rather, they are humbled and convicted (Romans 
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7:24-25). While Argyris is correct in that organizations led by human beings are “stuck” 
and mired in self-interest,93 there is a path to freedom through trust in God’s Spirit and 




These six resources that have been reviewed help provide a basis for how First 
Presbyterian Church of Houston can consider the culture shift that Vision 2020 requires. 
The theological resources call the church back to its essence: the people of God called to 
proclaim the Gospel of his kingdom in word and deed in this world. The resources 
regarding organizational culture and leadership illustrate the complexity of evaluating 
and changing a culture in organizations like churches.  
First Presbyterian Church is a large, complex organization that will require a 
humble theological perspective focused on Jesus and his ongoing mission in the world. 
Additionally, change will require a practical understanding of how power and 
relationships influence a culture’s evolution. However, even if equipped with these vital 
tools, the leadership of First Presbyterian Church still will need the courage and 




                                                 


















“Gary” was an elder at First Presbyterian Church serving his second term within 
ten years. He participated in the vision team appointed in 2008, which reported to the 
session of the church that there needed to be emphases placed on three areas: teaching, 
small groups, and missions.1 One of the directives was that 10 percent of the operating 
budget should go to missions. After two years of examining and implementing portions 
of the report, Gary was incensed that this point had not been addressed. “If we’re not 
giving ten percent to our missions ministry, then we are not really committed to 
spreading the Gospel,” he warned.2 
As knowledge of Gary’s statements circulated through the leadership, the 
conversation became a debate over what could be included in that 10 percent. Some 
argued that the salaries of the five full-time mission staff should not be included, nor 
should their office and overhead expenses. Others sought to incorporate the money that 
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was given for short-term mission trips in addition to money that was given from outside 
the operating budget. The permanent funds ministry of the church granted over a quarter 
of a million dollars to local and international mission causes, and the missions committee 
gave several substantial gifts from a designated missions support account.3 By definition 
it would seem that giving 10 percent to missions automatically excludes other 
departments and budgets, because they are categorized as “not the Missions Department.” 
Opinions varied greatly on these questions, and there was no consensus. Ultimately, the 
leadership identified a critical problem with the goal of 10 percent goal. If 10 percent of 
the church’s budget was going to support the mission of God locally and globally, the 
implication was that the other 90 percent was not.  
This illustration from the life of First Presbyterian Church cuts to the heart of this 
chapter—essentially, who the church is and why it exists. In the discussion of giving 10 
percent to missions, a clear ecclesiology would have been beneficial to the strategic 
vision team and the session. It could have provided a theological framework for 
understanding how “missions” relates to the whole church and how each department is a 
part of Christ’s Body. Furthermore, this framework will be of even more importance in 
the next decade in the life of the church. In the Introduction to this doctoral project, it was 
noted that the current strategic vision team is challenging First Presbyterian Church to 
plant ten churches during the next ten years. These new churches need to be more than 
just franchises of the large, institutional church. Instead of being unified by architecture, 
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demographics, style, or music, they must be united in the theological essence and calling 
that they hold in common. 
Consequently, this chapter seeks to provide a common essence and calling by 
expounding upon this definition of the Church: The Church is the covenant people of 
God, empowered and guided by the Holy Spirit, for the purpose of carrying the Gospel of 
Jesus Christ to the world. Whether the church gathers in a grand sanctuary, a home, a 
boardroom, or a park, this short statement remains true. It captures three central, 
theological building blocks of First Presbyterian Church’s ecclesiology: covenant 
community, Spirit-led ministry, and missional purpose. This chapter explores each 
concept. 
 
The Church: God’s Covenant Community 
First Presbyterian Church is commonly known as a church that is anchored in 
reformed theology. However, it is difficult to define that characteristic clearly. It connotes 
a wide variety of concepts like Calvinist, Presbyterian, Paedobaptist, or non-Catholic. 
However, all of those fall short of describing what is meant by the term “reformed.” The 
most helpful word in describing what it means for First Presbyterian Church to be 
“reformed” is the term “covenantal.”4 The Hebrew word for covenant, berit, is used 284 
times in the Old Testament; and its Greek equivalent, diatheke, occurs thirty-three times in 
the New Testament.5 It is one of the most important unifying themes in Scripture. This 
                                                 
4 Michael Horton, Introducing Covenant Theology (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Books, 2006), 
Kindle Electronic Edition: Location 45. 
 




section illustrates how the theological concept of covenant describes God’s relationship to 
his people; how it unites Scripture across generations of genres, authors, and time periods; 
and how it is central to the Church’s understanding of itself as God’s people in worship, 
discipleship, and mission. 
 
God’s Covenantal Relationship with His People 
 A covenant is an ancient way of relationship. Michael Horton defines a covenant 
as a relationship of oaths and bonds that involves mutual, though not necessarily equal, 
commitment.6 J. I. Packer identifies it as a “voluntary mutual commitment that binds each 
party to the other.”7 One of the most important archeological discoveries in the twentieth 
century was the unearthing of copies of treaties or covenants from the Ancient Near East. 
These came from the time period between the second millennium BC to the fourth 
century BC and from the regions of modern-day Middle East and Asia Minor.8 The 
studies of those ancient treaties illustrate remarkable similarities with the biblical canon 
and the relationship between God and his people. This form of relationship between two 
parties existed before God made his covenant with Abraham, and the canon of Scripture 
in the Bible supports a view that this form of relationship was crucial to understanding 
God’s relationship with his people.  
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 In a covenant, there are two parties involved who are designated as the suzerain 
and the vassal. The suzerain was a sovereign king or emperor, and the vassal was a 
“client state.”9 The treaty document itself is a means by which the suzerain introduced 
himself, set parameters for the relationship, and established accountability.10 The five 
central elements to an Ancient Near Eastern covenant were a preamble, an historical 
prologue, stipulations, a document clause, a list of witnesses, and curses and blessings.11 
All six of these are easily identifiable in the giving of the Law in the Ten Commandments 
through Leviticus and in the Book of Deuteronomy.  
In the preamble, the author of the treaty names himself. The suzerain provides an 
identity by which the vassal people are to know him. This is followed by an historical 
prologue that gives the background of the parties’ relationship prior to the official treaty 
or covenant.12 When God delivers the Law to Moses, the preamble and the prologue are 
delivered together. They are concise but powerful: “I am the Lord your God. I brought 
you out of Egypt” (Exodus 20:1). These components informed the potential vassal, Israel, 
who it was that sought to make a covenant with them and why they were important. 
Moses gives a more thorough historical prologue in the first four chapters of 
Deuteronomy, culminating in the following convicting statement: 
For ask now about former ages, long before your own, ever since the day that God 
created human beings on the earth; ask from one end of heaven to the other: has 
anything so great as this ever happened or has its like ever been heard of? Has any 
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people ever heard the voice of a god speaking out of a fire, as you have heard, and 
lived? Or has any god ever attempted to go and take a nation for himself from the 
midst of another nation, by trials, by signs and wonders, by war, by a mighty hand 
and an outstretched arm, and by terrifying displays of power, as the Lord your 
God did for you in Egypt before your very eyes? To you it was shown so that you 
would acknowledge that the Lord is God; there is no other besides him. 
(Deuteronomy 4:32-35) 
 
What is so striking is the description of the covenant. With it, Yahweh (the suzerain) 
elicits fear, awe, gratitude, and loyalty from Israel (the vassal). His sovereign ability can 
control nature and nations to accomplish his will, and the only rightful response from his 
people is worship and honor.  
The preamble and prologue are followed by the covenant stipulations. These laws 
explain the mutual responsibilities of the parties involved. The Ten Commandments are 
examples of covenant stipulations clearly stating the expectations of the suzerain and 
directing Israel to abstain from certain things—such as following other gods, using God’s 
name in vain, murdering, lying, and committing adultery—while requiring them to do 
other things, like keeping the Sabbath holy (Exodus 20:4-17). Whoever kept the terms of 
the treaty were covenant-keepers, and those who violated them were covenant-breakers.13  
The fourth element is a document clause that ensures that the covenant would be 
read and renewed regularly. In Deuteronomy 17:18-19, God foresees when the Israelites 
will demand a king, and he commands that they shall write down the Law and place it 
before the king. His document clause stipulates: “It shall remain with him and he shall 
read in it all the days of his life, so that he may learn to fear the Lord his God, diligently 
observing all the words of this law and these statutes.” In Deuteronomy 31:9-13, the 
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priests are ordered to read the entire Law to all the people of Israel every seven years, so 
that they may benefit in the same way as their king. Meredith Kline asserts that in etching 
the covenant on two tablets God was following the ancient covenantal pattern of creating a 
tablet for the suzerain and a tablet for the vassal.14 They were to remain with the suzerain 
and the vassal in order to ensure the regular reading and remembering of the covenant.  
 The fifth element is a list of witnesses who testify as eye witnesses to the fact that 
the treaty was agreed to by both parties. In Ancient Near Eastern covenants, this section 
typically consisted of a list of gods belonging to the suzerain and vassal states. If one 
were to violate the covenant secretly, there nevertheless would be a witness who would 
report such an offense to the other party.15 However, the God of Israel calls upon creation 
to testify: “I call heaven and earth together to witness today” (Deuteronomy 4:26). When 
God makes covenant oaths, he also swears by his own name instead of by the name of 
any other god (Genesis 22:16; Isaiah 45:23). As the one who created heaven and earth 
and everything in them, there is no other deity or created thing that is greater than him 
(Hebrews 6:13). 
The final element is referred to as the “curses and blessings.” This section would 
often threaten vassals with illness, death, and deportation if they broke the treaty; and it 
would promise prosperity and blessing, if they remained faithful. The same gods who 
were invoked as witnesses in the previous element would carry out vengeance on anyone 
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who broke the covenant.16 God delivers the Law to Israel in a similar way: “See, I am 
setting before you today a blessing and a curse: the blessing, if you obey the 
commandments of the Lord your God that I am commanding you today; and the curse, if 
you do not obey the commandments of the Lord your God, but turn from the way that I am 
commanding you today, to follow other gods that you have not known” (Deuteronomy 
11:26-28). Deuteronomy 28:1-14 describes in detail the blessings of faithfulness to the 
covenant, while Deuteronomy 28:15-68 describes the curses of breaching it.  
 
God’s Covenant with His People as Central to Scripture 
 The centrality of God’s covenant is not only clearly discernible in the giving of 
the Law in the Pentateuch. This covenant also serves to unify all of Scripture across time 
periods, authors, and literary genres. Packer describes the covenantal nature of Scripture 
as the central hermeneutic of understanding God’s Word, because it provides a unifying 
way of understanding it from beginning to end.17 God’s covenantal relationship with 
Israel is at the center of the biblical story. Each genre of Scripture flows from the 
covenantal framework and directs the reader’s attention to the covenantal nature of the 
relationship between Israel and the Creator King. This encompasses the principle genres 
of literature used in the Old Testament: laws, historical narrative, prophecy, praise, and 
wisdom.18 The books containing laws—like Exodus, Leviticus, and Deuteronomy—serve 
                                                 
16 Ibid. 
 
17 Packer, An Introduction to Covenant Theology, Location 24. 
 
18 Kline, Structure of Biblical Authority, page 17. 
 
70 
to flesh out the covenant, offer parameters, and structure the relationship.19 They include 
decrees about every facet of life—moral, ceremonial, civil, cultural, and religious—and 
illustrate just how important the covenant was in both the public and private spheres of 
the Israelites’ existence.20 
 The historical narratives provide multiple covenantal functions. They introduce 
God.21 In the stories of Genesis and Exodus leading up to the covenant at Mount Sinai, 
the Israelites are introduced to their suzerain and are able to ground the covenant in the 
historical interactions they have had with God: the covenant with Abraham (Genesis 
12:2-3), Isaac (Genesis 26:3-5), and Jacob (Genesis 28:13-15), the deliverance of Joseph 
and Jacob’s family (Genesis 37-46), and the Exodus (Exodus 5-15). The historical 
narratives also provide the setting for the laws and stipulations established in the 
relationship.22 Some historical accounts may appear within the context of covenant 
stipulations as a special setting for a particular obligation, indicating the circumstances 
from which it arose.23  
Another significant function of historical narratives was to serve as a prophetic 
witness to the covenant relationship, consistently lifting up God’s faithfulness and 
Israel’s infidelity.24 The narratives do not seek to merely retell stories but rather offer 
                                                 
19 Ibid., 48. 
 
20 Ibid., 49. 
 




23 Ibid., 54. 
 
24 Ibid., 57. 
 
71 
important context for the unfolding of God’s covenant with his people. For example, in 1 
Samuel and 2 Samuel as well as 1 Kings and 2 Kings these stories of faithfulness and 
infidelity are told so they can serve as the prosecuting document for the prophets.25 The 
prophets called Israel back to God’s covenant and often would lift up before the people 
the discrepancies between the commitment they made to their Covenant Lord and their 
behavior and beliefs. In essence, they were God’s covenant administrators.26 
  The covenant was central also to the worship genre found in the Psalms and the 
wisdom literature like Proverbs, Ecclesiastes, and the wisdom of Psalms. Several of the 
Psalms of praise rehearse the covenant history between God and his people. Such 
examples include Psalms 78, 105:8-45, 106:6-46, 135:8-14, and 136:10-25. They 
particularly highlighted the mighty acts of God on Israel’s behalf, giving thanks for his 
faithfulness to his promises and for hearing the cries of his people.27 Psalm 111:5-9 
proclaims, “He provides food for those who fear him; he is ever mindful of his covenant. . 
. . He sent redemption to his people; he has commanded his covenant forever. Holy and 
awesome is his name.” In the wisdom literature, the covenant is applied to everyday life. 
Its commandments and the stipulations are translated into maxims that can be applied to 
various situations and relationships.28 Proverbs 1:7 states a frequently repeated phrase 
from Scripture: “The fear of the Lord is the beginning of wisdom” (cf. Psalm 111:10; 
Proverbs 9:10; 15:33; Ecclesiastes 12:13). In other words wisdom flows from a proper 
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relationship with the covenant God of Israel, in which he is rightly respected and obeyed 
as the sovereign Lord.29 
 Scripture as a canon tells the story of the relationship between God and his 
people. All history in it is covenantal history, serving to call not only Israel but all nations 
into a right relationship with their Creator God. In the New Testament, the centrality of 
the covenant continues. The books take on the genre of the culture that was contemporary 
with the apostles—such as in the epistles, Gospels, and narratives in Acts—but the 
essential background necessary to understand them is the covenant relationship between 
God and his people, which goes all the way back to Abraham.30 The Gospels recount the 
stories of the Covenant Lord becoming human, demonstrating what it means to live by 
the covenant, and ultimately bearing the penalty for his people’s unfaithfulness to it.31 
The Book of Acts recounts the story of how the Good News of God’s covenant spread to 
“Jerusalem, Judea and Samaria, and the ends of the earth” (Acts 1:8). The epistles teach 
the local congregations to apply the covenant in their context.32 
 
Covenant Shapes the Community 
The covenant permeates and shapes Scripture as well as community, called the 
Church. It is accurate to refer to church life as covenant life, because the Church is a 
community that is founded upon and gathers around the covenant relationship between 
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God and his people.33 Packer describes the relationship between Scripture and the 
covenant in this way: “The backbone of the Bible, to which all the expository, homiletical, 
moral, liturgical, and devotional material relates, is the unfolding in space and time of 
God’s unchanging intention of having a people on earth to whom he would relate 
covenantally for his and their joy.”34 God’s people in both the Old Testament and the New 
Testament are the recipients of God’s self-sacrificing, loyal love that he initiates with his 
relational pact.  
The overarching covenant that extends across Scripture from the Fall to Revelation 
is the covenant of grace. All of the other covenants after the Fall are categorized under this 
primary theme, including the Noahic, Abrahamic, Sinaiatic, and Davidic covenants.35 
God’s covenant love that undergirds this covenant of grace often is expressed with the 
Hebrew word hesed. It is used 248 times in the Old Testament and is translated as “mercy,” 
“steadfast love,” “loving kindness,” “loyalty” or “fidelity.”36 It is regularly linked to the 
covenant between God and his people, and three times God uses it to portray his own 
character to Israel (Exodus 20:6; Deuteronomy 5:10; 34:6-7). In non-biblical writings this 
word has been used in covenants to describe a free act of faithfulness or deliverance, 
emphasizing the act as one that is freely given from the suzerain lord to the vassal.37 The 
faithfulness then is initiated and carried out based on the character of the greater party, 
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which in the biblical covenant is the Creator God. God established a covenant of grace that 
seeks to separate for himself a people who trust and obey him and will serve as 
ambassadors to the nations of his Good News. This truth shapes the Church’s worship, 
discipleship, and missions. 
In worship, the Church gathers together to praise and worship the living God who 
is faithful to his covenant promises. Preaching is the verbal renewal of the covenant, and 
the sacraments serve as visual confirmation of the people’s participation in it.38 The 
reading and hearing of God’s Word through preaching centers on the intentional 
relationship between God and his people. It echoes the voices that God’s Spirit utilized in 
Scripture—for example, the prophets who called God’s people to faithfulness (Isaiah 
30:18-21; Jeremiah 4:1-4; Hosea 14:1-9; Zechariah 1:1-6; Malachi 4:1-4) and Paul, who 
instructed the local churches in how to embody this covenant in their immediate context 
and culture (Romans 1:18-32; 1 Corinthians 3:16-17; 2 Corinthians 3:5-6; 1 Thessalonians 
4:3-8).  
The sacraments are signs and seals of the covenant.39 Communion looks back to 
God’s provision of a sacrifice to cover the guilt of his people’s sin and rebellion 
(Matthew 26:26-29); and it looks forward in faith and trust to the final fulfillment of his 
promises and his kingdom, when he returns again.40 Just as Passover remembered the 
miraculous deliverance of God’s people from Egypt, so communion remembers Christ’s 
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victory on the cross, rescuing his people from the tyranny of sin and death.41 Baptism is 
also a sign and seal of the covenant, replacing circumcision in the Old Testament.42 It is a 
declaration of God’s covenant promises and his covenant faithfulness, and it serves as a 
visual sign of one’s inclusion in the covenant community. These are means of grace and 
covenant acts that God uses to enrich the community of believers.43  
In discipleship, the Church studies both the Old and New Testaments in order to 
learn about their Covenant God and how to live faithfully in the present day. Studying 
theology is the practice of seeking understanding about the relationship between God and 
his people and how the Church is to live according to the covenant. It is the act of 
carrying out the command found in the shema in Deuteronomy: to keep the covenant in 
their hearts, recite it to their children, talk about it when they are at home and when they 
are away, discuss it when they lie down and when they rise (Deuteronomy 6:6-7). This is 
the active expression of loving God with all their heart, soul, and might (Deuteronomy 
6:5). 
In missions and evangelism, the Church goes into the world as ambassadors of the 
covenant (2 Corinthians 5:20) seeking to introduce those who live outside the covenant to 
God’s grace and hesed. Followers of Christ desire to extend the opportunity for everyone 
to enter God’s covenant family. The Church is a people who are called to be covenant-
keepers wherever they are sent as their King’s ambassadors. The apostle Paul describes it 
this way: “All this is from God, who reconciled us to himself through Christ, and has 
                                                 
41 Ibid., Location 1684. 
 
42 Ibid., Location 1600. 
 
43 Ibid., Location 1817. 
 
76 
given us the ministry of reconciliation; that is, in Christ God was reconciling the world to 
himself, not counting their trespasses against them, and entrusting the message of 
reconciliation to us. So we are ambassadors for Christ, since God is making his appeal 
through us” (2 Corinthians 5:18-20a). Another translation of this verse reads: “We serve 
as those who have been delegated by Christ.”44 Christ has charged the Church to carry his 
Gospel of covenant reconciliation to the world.  
 
God’s Empowerment and Guidance of His Covenant Community 
through the Holy Spirit 
 
At the end of Matthew’s Gospel, Jesus instructs his disciples to “go and make 
disciples of all nations,” and he assures them that he will be with them “even until the end 
of the age” (Matthew 28:19-20). This promise of his ongoing presence is fulfilled in the 
giving of the Holy Spirit as their Guide and Counselor. Jesus does not leave his Church 
alone to live faithfully according to the covenant and to accomplish his mission; rather, 
he empowers and guides them through the presence and power of his Spirit. The 
Heidelberg Catechism, one of First Presbyterian Church’s constitutional documents, 
confesses that God’s Spirit is given to believers, preparing them through true faith to 
share in Christ and all his benefits, comforting them, and abiding with them forever.45 
This is a truth which cannot be minimized in its importance to the life of God’s covenant 
community. This section will explore the Holy Spirit’s role as God’s eschatological 
witness and as Jesus’s guiding and empowering presence with his disciples in the world.  
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The Presence of the Holy Spirit as Herald of a New Age 
 The Old Testament prophets anticipate a time when the Spirit’s presence will 
move beyond empowering specific people for specific tasks at specific times to 
indwelling and empowering all of God’s people as witnesses to his covenant. The prophet 
declares in Isaiah 44:3, “I will pour out my spirit upon your descendants, and my blessing 
on your offspring.” Ezekiel declares, “I will give them one heart, and put a new spirit 
within them. . . . so that they may follow my statutes and keep my ordinances and obey 
them. Then they shall be my people, and I will be their God” (Ezekiel 11:19-20). God 
pours his Spirit out on all of his people to mark them as his unique community and to 
empower them to keep the covenant. 
The gift of the Holy Spirit also promised to bring about a resurrection or a rebirth 
for God’s people, who seemed to be in an impossible season of division and exile. In 
Ezekiel 37:14, the prophet describes the vivid scene of a valley filled with dry bones, 
which God reassembles into healthy bodies and into which he breathes life. His promise 
is that he will do the same for his people who had died as a nation: “I will put my spirit 
within you, and you shall live.” This resurrection of God’s people would be accompanied 
by a spiritual revitalization, in which they would experience signs of spiritual power and 
wonder. Joel describes it this way: “I will pour out my spirit on all flesh; your sons and 
daughters shall prophesy, your old men shall dream dreams, and your young men shall 




 The Jews anticipated a day when this would come true. The Spirit of God would 
breathe life into their dead situations; and they would experience the joy and comfort that 
comes from being counted among God’s elect, covenant people. God also promised the 
defeated and scattered Israelites through Jeremiah: “I will put my law within them, and I 
will write it on their hearts; and I will be their God, and they shall be my people. No 
longer shall they teach one another, or say to each other, ‘Know the Lord,’ for they shall 
all know me, from the least of them to the greatest, says the Lord” (Jeremiah 31:33-34). 
The law to which the prophet refers is the covenant. The God of Israel desires for his 
special relationship with his people to be written on the individual hearts of his people. It 
was not intended to be merely a national constitution or a contractual agreement; rather, it 
was to serve as a means to a personal relationship characterized by love and devotion to 
the God who abounds in covenant faithfulness. God, in his infinite wisdom, poured out 
his Spirit on Israel, so that they could engage more intimately in their identity as his 
covenant people.  
The coming of the Holy Spirit was one of the most important signs of the end of 
exile and the coming kingdom of God. This advent was at the heart of the eschatological 
expectation of God’s people. However, when Jesus declared that the kingdom was at 
hand, that eternal kingdom had not come in its fullness (Mark 1:15). Although the 
kingdom of God is here and now, it will not be experienced fully until Christ returns.46 
The Holy Spirit is given as a witness to an eternal kingdom in the midst of this temporary 
age. Jesus tells a parable to explain a facet of this in Matthew 13:24-30. In this age the 
                                                 




wheat and tares grow together, representing the children of the kingdom and the children 
of the evil one, but there will come a time when the judgment harvest will occur. The Son 
of Man will send his angels to collect from his kingdom all causes of sin and evildoers 
and cast them into the furnace of fire. The kingdom of God is present, but it is still set in 
the context of the kingdom of the world.  
In the New Testament, the Spirit creates a community to be the heralds of this 
eschatological kingdom that is present now but not here fully yet.47 In Acts 2, through the 
proclamation of the Gospel by Peter, the Holy Spirit aggressively begins the development 
of this community of believers. Over three thousand were baptized that day, who were 
gathered together in Jerusalem for the Feast of Pentecost from across the international 
dispersion of Jews (Acts 2:5, 41). Each of these believers would receive the Holy Spirit 
as a down payment for eternity and as a sign that the kingdom of God is at hand. These 
Spirit-anointed communities then were to proclaim this truth of the kingdom to their 
neighbors both near and far. In the presence and power of the Spirit, they were formed by 
the Spirit into a community of eschatological witnesses in the midst of a hostile world 
pointing all attention to a future kingdom of which they were already a part.48 
 
The Spirit Goes with the Church into the World 
One of the key texts to understand the role of the Holy Spirit indwelling God’s 
covenant people is John 16:1-15. Frederick Dale Bruner refers to this as “Jesus’ Spirit 
                                                 





Sermon.”49 It comes at an important turning point in the Gospel story, during the Last 
Supper. Jesus is preparing his disciples for his death, resurrection, and ascension, and he 
gives them two pieces of difficult information about their future. First, he tells them that 
those people who believe they are righteous and think they know God will drive the 
disciples from the temple and kill them (John 16:2). Second, he informs them that he is 
leaving them (John 16:5). However, Jesus asserts that his absence will actually be to their 
advantage, because if Jesus does not go away the Advocate will not come to them (John 
16:7). 
The Greek word used in this passage to describe the Holy Spirit is parakletos, 
from which the modern word “paraclete” is derived. John uses this term four times in the 
broader context of this sermon to describe the Spirit (John 14:16, 26; 15:26; 16:7). The 
word itself can have a wide range of meanings—including serving as a helper, comforter, 
encourager, advocate, mediator, or prosecutor.50 The key to understanding John’s 
meaning in this passage is to look at the verbs he uses to describe the Spirit’s work. The 
Spirit will serve as one who “proves wrong” towards the world and as one who 
“declares” to the Church the things of Jesus.51 The Greek word translated as “prove” is 
elencho. In classical Greek the focus of this word is on putting to shame, treating with 
contempt, cross-examining, and bringing to the test.52 The verb occurs eighteen times in 
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the New Testament; and in every instance it is used to describe exposing a person’s sin, 
usually as a summons to repentance.53 Used in this context it bears a personal tone, as 
though the Spirit is going to shame the world and convince it of its own guilt, thus calling 
it to repentance.  
 The second verb attributed to the Spirit is the Greek word anangelein, which is 
translated “to declare.” A more accurate translation of this word is “to herald.”54 It ends 
all three sentences about the Spirit in John 16:13-14. The subject is the Spirit, and the 
direct objects are the disciples. The usage of this word implies more than just a mere 
announcement of a piece of information; rather, it is the delivery of a message that bears 
in itself an effective power to transform.55 The Spirit is not the defender of the disciples 
before God, but he is their counsel in relation to the world. These action verbs, elencho 
and anangelein, direct readers toward a twofold office of the Holy Spirit: to act as 
prosecutor towards the world and as teacher or proclaimer towards the Church.  
 As prosecutor to the world, Jesus says that the Spirit will “prove the world wrong 
about sin, righteousness, and judgment.” Bruner summarizes it this way: “The Paraclete 
shows that the world is wrong about what is wrong, wrong about what is right, and wrong 
about who won.”56 The greatest sin of this world is that people have not believed in Jesus. 
At the heart of everything that is wrong with this world is that human beings have 
rejected the One who is the source of all that is right. The Spirit also convicts them that 
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they are wrong about what is right. Even those who accused and murdered the Son of 
God thought that they were doing the right thing in God’s eyes (Matthew 26:57-66; Mark 
14:53-64). This highlights how the fallen human condition often designates what is 
wrong as right and what is right as wrong. Finally, the Spirit convicts them about who has 
won. In his resurrection and ascension Jesus is vindicated as the victor, despite the 
judgment of his peers that he was a criminal and liar.57 
 As teacher to the Church, the Spirit heralds to Christ-followers the truths from 
Jesus. He is not a replacement or substitute for Jesus; instead, he prolongs Jesus’ ministry 
among the disciples.58 Just as the Son constantly points others to God the Father, the 
Spirit is here to point the Church to God the Son. Jesus is God’s Truth walking among 
humanity, and his Spirit is the Spirit of Truth who will continue to unfold God’s Truth to 
the disciples in the absence of his physical presence. John says that he will announce to 
them the things that are to come and twice the things that are of Jesus. That which is of 
Jesus he will reveal to them; and through them, he will bring glory to Jesus (John 16:14).  
 Jesus was right to say that it was to their advantage for him to leave, because they 
would receive an even greater divine witness and advocate in the Spirit (John 14:12-19). 
Jesus’ bodily presence could be present in only one place at a time, but now he could be 
present through his Spirit with all the disciples in all places at all times. His departure 
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paradoxically leads to an even more intimate relationship with God than they had ever 
had.59 
 As God’s covenant people, the Church has his very presence with them guiding 
and empowering them to live faithfully according to his covenant. The Spirit is poured 
out on all believers, as a testimony to the in-breaking kingdom of God. As the Church 
goes out into the world as royal ambassadors, the Spirit goes before them and with them 
convicting the world of spiritual errors and heralding the truths of Christ to all believers.  
 
The Church Carries the Gospel to the World 
 At the heart of mission and evangelism is God’s desire for all people to be in a 
right relationship with him. In other words, God yearns for all people to be a part of his 
covenant people. This global vision of the Gospel is not an invention of the modern 
Church, but it is a resounding theme throughout God’s Word. God’s people often are 
indicted in Scripture for missing this point. For example, in Jonah, God directs his 
servant to go to Nineveh to preach or “cry out against them” (Jonah 1:2). The potential 
prophet suspiciously flees, without a word from the author about his reason. One is left to 
surmise that he did so due to fear or sheer rebellion and disobedience. In this familiar 
story, many characters respond obediently or righteously to God’s command: the storm 
(Jonah 1:4), the sea (Jonah 1:15), the great fish (Jonah 1:17), the pagan sailors (Jonah 
1:16), the king (Jonah 3:6-9), the people and even the animals of Nineveh (Jonah 3:7-8), 
the bush that grew up over Jonah (Jonah 4:6), the worm that killed it (Jonah 4:7), and the 
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east wind that scorched his brow (Jonah 4:8). The only character in the entire story who 
does not obey God’s voice is God’s servant.  
In the final chapter the reader learns about Jonah’s motivation for fleeing God’s 
original command:  
O Lord! Is not this what I said while I was still in my own country? That is why I 
fled to Tarshish at the beginning; for I knew that you are a gracious God and 
merciful, slow to anger, and abounding in steadfast love, and ready to relent from 
punishing. And now, O Lord, please take my life from me, for it is better for me to 
die than to live. 
 
Jonah knew God’s heart for the nations and that his desire was to offer the choice of 
repentance to the Ninevites, which would lead to mercy and forgiveness. However, they 
were also an enemy and threat to the nation of Israel, and the prophet did not want God’s 
mercy extended to them. In this brief prayer Jonah uses “I” or “my” no fewer than nine 
times in the original Hebrew.60 In his eyes, his opinion of these people and their fate was 
correct, and God was wrong. God’s extension of grace to their enemies warrants an “over 
my dead body” reaction from Jonah.61  
Jonah’s hatred for the Ninevites trumped his covenant love for God, and he fled in 
deliberate disobedience. In the final statement of the short book God indicts Jonah and, 
through his example, the nation of Israel. He presents this indictment in the form of a 
rhetorical question: 
You are concerned about the bush, for which you did not labor and which you did 
not grow; it came into being in a night and perished in a night. And should I not 
be concerned about Nineveh, that great city, in which there are more than a 
                                                 







hundred and twenty thousand persons who do not know their right hand from 
their left, and also many animals? 
 
In this masterfully constructed story, the comparison is between the petty, egocentric 
attitude of Jonah and the incredible and boundless love of the hero of the story, Israel’s 
Covenant Lord.62 God desired for all people to be in a covenant relationship with him, 
including the Ninevites, but his people did not want to extend his covenant of hesed to 
others whom they deemed unworthy. 
Again God’s people are indicted in Mark 11:15-18 for missing this crucial point. 
Upon entering the temple complex, Jesus drives away those who are selling and buying 
and declares, “Is it not written, ‘My house shall be called a house of prayer for all the 
nations’? But you have made it a den of robbers.” The money changers and those selling 
doves were located in the Court of the Gentiles.63 As the name suggests, it was a place 
designed for the Gentiles to spend time in the temple. It was the largest portion of the 
temple and surrounded the inner temple and courts.64 The Court of the Gentiles was as far 
as those who were non-Jewish were allowed to go into the temple. However, anyone who 
wished to pray there would have been crowded out by the merchants.65 During the 
intertestamental period, a belief rose to popularity among Jews that the coming Messiah 
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was going to purge Jerusalem and the temple of Gentiles and foreigners. However, Jesus 
is seen in this story clearing the temple to make room for them.66  
Jesus expelled those who were preventing the temple courts from serving their 
primary purpose. His prophetic declaration quotes two passages from the Old Testament. 
The first comes from Isaiah, and it reflects the purpose of the temple: to be “a house of 
prayer for all peoples,” highlighting the acceptance of those who were previously 
excluded: eunuchs, foreigners, and Gentiles (Isaiah 56:7). In other words, the temple was 
intended to act as a rallying place for the Gentiles to come and be drawn into a right 
relationship with the Covenant God of Israel.67 
The second quote comes from Jeremiah 7:11. It reveals that the temple had not 
become a “house of prayer for all people,” as God intended; instead, it had evolved into 
“a den of robbers,” worthy of divine destruction. G. K. Beale writes: “Jesus’ point is that 
the temple must be replaced because it was not fulfilling its God-ordained role as witness 
to the nations but had become, like the first temple, the premier symbol of a superstitious 
belief that God would protect and rally his people irrespective of their conformity to his 
will.”68 God chose Israel to be the vessel of his covenant relationship with its promises to 
all nations. It was a divine election based on God’s choosing and not on their merit 
(Deuteronomy 7:7-8). However, they began to see themselves as worthy in themselves of 
God’s attention, provision, and blessing. A sense of entitlement overflowed from them in 
the way they hoarded God’s promises and kept them from the Gentiles. Their view of the 
                                                 
66 Edwards, The Gospel According to Mark, 343. 
 





temple was no different. Nevertheless, the temple was not the sole property of Israel; it 
belonged to God. He intended for his house of worship to be a witness to the nations, 
where anyone who calls upon the name of the Lord may worship him.69 
This theme, that God desires for all nations to honor and glorify him, resonates 
from Genesis to Revelation. In his covenant with Abraham, God says, “All people will be 
blessed through you” (Genesis 12:3). The worshipper proclaims in Psalm 22:27, “All the 
ends of the earth shall remember and turn to the Lord; and all the families of the nations 
shall worship before him.” In Revelation 7 the vision of the Church in eternity is the 
fulfillment of God’s desire. The Church is a multitude that no one can number from every 
ethnic, linguistic, political, and social group gathered before the heavenly throne praising 
God in a loud voice together.70 God’s covenant people are entrusted with the mission of 
carrying out God’s desire for his covenant blessings to extend to all people.  
 
The Church as God’s Missionary People 
The problem with the metric of 10 percent, mentioned in the beginning of this 
chapter, is that God’s mission is not relegated merely to one or two parts of a church 
body or membership. It is the all-consuming directive that demands the whole church’s 
participation. All Christ-followers are ordained to ministry in their baptism, all receive 
mission as their vocation, and all are gifted by God for that mission.71 Mission is at the 
very heart of the Church’s identity. Therefore, the leadership of the local church is called 
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to equip the people of God for the work of Gospel-centered mission and witness in the 
community. 
Jesus’ final command to his disciples in the Gospel according to Matthew is to 
“go and make disciples of all nations” (Matthew 28:19). Luke presents his words in this 
way in Acts: “You will be my witnesses . . . to the ends of the earth” (Acts 1:8). Christ 
defines the Church’s identity and vocation in this statement.72 The word translated as 
“witness” is the Greek word martus. It is used fifteen times in the Book of Acts alone.73 
Witnesses were those who had seen and experienced truth and were able then to relay it 
accurately. The Church, like Israel, is comprised of witnesses to God’s incredible 
covenant love and his amazing works of salvation on behalf of his people. 
Missiologist Charles Van Engen refers to the Church as “God’s missionary 
people” in the local communities.74 Each local church is an extension of Christ’s body 
into a local community, and each one is uniquely designed to communicate the Good 
News to the people in their immediate context. They are missionaries representing a 
different kingdom than the kingdom of the world. The whole world is the horizon of the 
Church’s vision of participating in God’s mission, but each follower of Christ is called to 
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do so in his or her immediate circle of influence.75 To rephrase Van Engen’s definition, 
the Church is God’s covenant people living as missionaries in their local communities. 
 
God’s Kingdom-Centered People 
As the Church seeks to be God’s covenant people living on mission, followers of 
Christ must avoid the mistake of placing their very institutional existence at the center of 
their calling and resources—as the Israelites did with their nationhood. The authors of 
The Missional Church warn against such an ecclesiocentric existence, which tends to 
prioritize institutional survival and influence.76 The Church is not the purpose of the 
Gospel, rather it is God’s instrument and witness.77 In essence, the main objective of the 
Body of Christ is to participate in the work of the kingdom of God.  
One of the most important theological concepts to gain attention in the twentieth 
and twenty-first centuries is the “kingdom of God.” Its exact nature and timing are 
debatable, but one can be certain of what Scripture says about the Church’s relationship 
to them. The Bible does not use these words to describe the kingdom of God: build, 
establish, fashion, bring about, spread, grow, or expand; instead it calls believers to 
“receive” and “enter.”78 Nevertheless, words from the former list are used to describe 
First Presbyterian Church’s activity in the kingdom. It is a self-centered way to look at 
the kingdom of God, in which one assumes the role that the Holy Spirit played in the 
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Book of Acts. The Church does not expand or build God’s kingdom; he is already doing 
so, and Christ-followers are invited to participate. 
 A church that places itself at the center of God’s mission tends to focus on 
buildings and budgets in a quest for survival instead of emphasizing people and 
relationships. Everything a church does or teaches either says that it is “kingdom-centric” 
or “church-centric.” A kingdom-centric church focuses on life: investing in the life of the 
community and sharing the Bread of Life with those who are starving for salvation and 
purpose. A kingdom-focused church prioritizes proclamation, people, and demonstrating 
the kingdom. It recognizes that it is called as a community to act as ambassadors of the 
Covenant King to their neighborhoods and city.  
 
Conclusion 
 The Church is the covenant people of God, empowered and guided by the Holy 
Spirit, for the purpose of carrying the Gospel of Jesus Christ to the world (Acts 1:8). No 
matter where the Church gathers or how many people are present (Matthew 18:20), it is 
does so unified by these basic marks: covenant community, Spirit-led ministry, and 
missional purpose. The Bible is God’s covenant canon, giving the history of the 
relationship between God and his people and instructing believers of every age how they 
are to live as his covenant people. He gives each believer his Spirit as a down payment of 
eternity (Ephesians 1:14), guiding them and empowering them as royal ambassadors of 
his kingdom (2 Corinthians 5:20). God charges the Church with his mission to reconcile 
all people to him through the witness of his covenant people (2 Corinthians 5:20). 
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 When churches follow Christ into the world to participate in his kingdom, they 
recognize God’s sovereign hand in placing them exactly where he wants them. Dietrich 
Bonhoeffer wrote: “According to God’s will Christendom is a scattered people, scattered 
like seed into all the kingdoms of the earth. That is its curse and its promise. God’s 
people must dwell in far countries among the unbelievers, but it will be the seed of the 
kingdom of God in all the world.”79 Every day believers are called to sow seeds of love 
and redemption in the world. God decides where and when their lives become part of 
human history.80 Every gathering of believers in every age is called and equipped to be 
people who represent their covenant God in their particular culture at that specific time to 
those who surround them. 
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SOWING SEEDS FOR A FUTURE OF INTENTIONAL 










GOALS AND PLAN 
In order for First Presbyterian Church to follow through on its mission of carrying 
the Gospel to Houston and the world, it will require cultural change. The Vision 2020 
report describes this shift as a change from being a “consumer church” to becoming a 
“sending church.” The former is led and designed in order to attract people to the church 
through programs that are centered on meeting their needs. It is focused on building up 
the institution and defines its success by the number of people who are gathering to 
participate in programs.1 The “sending church” is one that gathers in community for 
worship, community encouragement, and teaching so that members can be equipped to 
live as Christ-centered disciples wherever God sends them.2 
For First Presbyterian Church, a missional culture is summed up in an 
understanding of being a “sending church.” It is a culture that intentionally deploys its 
members in order to accomplish the mission of “carrying the Gospel to Houston and the 
world.” It is rooted in the message throughout Scriptures that God desires for all people 
                                                 





to be reconciled to him in a covenant relationship. The church’s resources—its money, 
buildings, and leaders—are focused on building up the kingdom of God and not the 
bricks-and-mortar institution that has become synonymous with the word “church.” It 
engages the unique attributes of the congregation identified in Chapter 1 in an outward 
focus. Worship and programs empower the people to flourish as Christ’s disciples in their 
circles of influence: homes, neighborhoods, schools, and workplaces.3 Ultimately, the 
church becomes what Van Engen calls “the missionary people of God” in the local 
community.4 A missional culture is known by the fruit it bears. My hope is for First 
Presbyterian Church to bear fruit consistent with God’s mission in the world. 
Shifting the church’s culture from one type to another is a long journey. One has 
to be patient and intentional in such an undertaking. This project seeks to begin the long-
term process of a “culture shift” by accomplishing three goals: create a shared theology 
and language, raise up new leaders and examples who embody who the church desires to 
become, and create space for people to experiment with different ways of living the 
church’s mission.5 Schein highlights two of these as primary mechanisms for change, 
stating that a group can learn a new way of being only if people are able to imitate new 
role models or have permission to keep inventing their own way until something works.6 
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In order to initiate a season of culture shift at First Presbyterian Church, there are 
two groups that need to be engaged: members of the congregation who can start living 
into the church’s mission immediately and senior staff leaders who can begin to analyze 
the organization as a whole in light of the church’s mission. There are two ministry 
initiatives addressing these needs, one addressing a focus group from the congregation 
and the other focusing on the senior leadership team from the staff. The focus group will 
learn about the essence and calling of the Church in lectures, wrestle with it in small 
groups and weekly assignments, and then apply it to their daily lives in a directed period 
of time. Similarly, the senior leadership will be equipped to analyze and evaluate the 
church’s culture in light of its mission and theological identity. 
 
Theological Implications and Preferred Future 
The ministry initiatives seek to express a clear theological essence and identity for 
First Presbyterian Church. This identity is critical to the church’s ability to accomplish its 
missions and is grounded in the ecclesiology of Chapter 3. God has called the church to 
live as his covenant people among all those people who are not a part of his covenant. 
They are called to join him in his mission in the world, as he seeks for all people to be a 
part of his covenant family. He gives the Church his Spirit in order to empower and equip 
Christ-followers to live faithfully as his covenant people and to proclaim his Gospel with 
clarity and boldness.  
A clear ecclesiological identity will provide the foundation for the congregation to 
grapple with organizational change and challenges. This will address the basic underlying 
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assumptions and beliefs about why the church exists and for whom it exists.7 As people 
wrestle with this redefined identity, it will help them rethink the way that they view their 
goals and roles in the church—and ultimately, in their life outside the church walls.  
In order to apply this theological identity to real life, the leadership must empower 
the congregation to discern and develop ministry opportunities outside the church 
building and in the community. This will lead to the church carrying the Gospel to 
Houston and the world. It is a vision that each member must discern in the Spirit 
personally. Some of them will feel called to participate in church-led ministries while 
others may wish to create ministries on their own. However, the central desire of the 
Vision 2020 committee is for the majority of the people to receive a vision for how God 
wants to use them to impact their unique circle of influence. These personalized visions 
for ministry will be just as valid in the church’s life as someone who is in vocational 
ministry or someone who is called to volunteer in a church-led ministry. 
First Presbyterian Church has tended to allow each group within the church to 
operate according to individually set goals and values. However, as this shift from being a 
consumer church to becoming a sending church happens throughout the congregation, 
there will be an increase in unity experienced in mission and ministry across the church’s 
organizational complexity. Such unity will strengthen and empower congregants all the 
more to strive to be vessels for the Gospel wherever God sends them in their daily lives. 
The preferred future for First Presbyterian Church is that it would be a body of 
people who see themselves as participants in God’s mission in the world. The leadership 
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seeks to activate church members as Christ-centered, outwardly focused disciples by 
nurturing a culture that empowers, equips, and sends them into the community to live in 
mission.8 It is hoped that members will be mobilized as witnesses for Jesus Christ and 
that they will seek to discern God’s vision for how he is calling them to minister 
intentionally to their circle of influence. 
 
Project Goals 
In order to initiate a culture shift at the church, there will need to be a clear vision 
to pursue. Below are the six primary goals for the two ministry initiatives. They seek to 
establish building blocks in the organizational culture, on which future growth and 
maturity can be based. The goals engage participants’ knowledge, attitudes, and 
behaviors. As the ministries are implemented they will be measured according to whether 
these goals are being accomplished.  
The first goal is to encourage a hunger for change and facilitate ownership of the 
culture shift among the staff leadership and congregation. As First Presbyterian Church 
embraces more fully its new mission statement, it will be necessary for congregants to 
experience the gap between the aspired goals and what the ministries are actually 
accomplishing. Schein notes that one of the important facets in the first stage of change is 
the creation of “survival anxiety.”9 In a church context this means enabling members to 
understand that if the church continues to function the way that it has it will not meet its 
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goals, and more importantly it will gradually die. People will resist change unless they 
feel the pressure of the consequences of opposing it. 
 The second goal is to establish a common theological foundation and create a 
shared language about the nature and mission of First Presbyterian Church. Although 
accomplishing the mission of the church will require a mosaic of different ministries and 
activities, success will be hampered if there is no unity in what the church is ultimately 
seeking to accomplish and who it sees itself to be in the world. It will be invaluable to the 
mission to develop language that everyone uses and an understanding of what that 
language means. Like an infant learning to crawl and eventually to walk, the different 
ministries and leaders of the church will need to be united in theology and language in 
order to move in coordination with one another.  
 The third goal is to create a program that engages a cross-generational, cross-
departmental group from the congregation in theology and ministry application outside 
the church building in the community. This ministry initiative will create unity by 
bringing together members of the church from different sectors of the church community. 
Together they will encourage and pray for one another and be sent from the church 
building into the community as Christ-centered witnesses. 
 The fourth goal is to educate and engage the leadership in evaluating 
organizational behaviors and how they impact the church’s ability to accomplish its 
mission. The second ministry initiative will equip the senior staff leadership with skills to 
evaluate the organizational culture of First Presbyterian Church. They will be challenged 
to take an inventory of activities, decisions, and situations within the life of the church 
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and analyze how they currently handle those, and each of these will be evaluated to see 
whether or not the mission of the church is promoted and accomplished through them.  
 The fifth goal is to empower church members to discern how God is calling them 
to create ministry in the community. The church has invested its resources in developing 
the local church as an institution, which has created a culture of ministry-dependency 
among the congregation. The members are dependent on the church to provide them with 
ministry opportunities for each of the key areas of ministry: worship, discipleship, and 
missions. They have not been encouraged to see their whole life as the realm of God’s 
mission, nor have they been equipped to create ministry opportunities beyond whatever 
the church already does. Empowering people to engage in prayer and community in order 
to discern their calling in God’s mission is critical to the success of First Presbyterian 
Church’s mission.  
 The final goal is to develop a new group of leaders and role models in the 
congregation who are theologically grounded and engaged creatively in ministry in the 
community. Traditionally, the church has rewarded and lifted up leaders who have 
contributed to building up the institution. They often have been strong tithers who might 
have buildings named after them; who have served for decades in particular ministries, 
like a Sunday School class; or who have filled multiple leadership roles within the church 
organization such elder, deacon, youth worker, or committee chair. While those types of 
leaders are still important, the church will need to emphasize a different type of leader in 
order for the church’s culture to shift towards becoming a sending one. This new wave of 
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ministry role models will embody a practical, day-to-day engagement of their faith and a 
motivation to discern God’s will for their ministry in their circle of influence. 
 
Ministry Initiative: “Be the Church!” 
 There are three phases to this ministry initiative. Each phase engages a different 
level of learning and application. This initiative will last three months and is called “Be 
the Church!” The three phases, which each last a month, are titled “Who Is the Church?” 
“We Are the Church,” and “I Am the Church.” They will utilize large group lectures, 
small group discussions, and individual assignments. As the pastor of Missions and 
Evangelism, I will facilitate these and recruit thirty participants who will be from 
different demographics and involved in different ministries. As representatives of distinct 
areas of the church body, there will be less overlap in the circles of influence within the 
congregation. Two of the ways that this initiative will impact the broader church body is 
through their influence on the different ministries in the church and also through 
involvement in the celebration dinner at the end of the last month.  
 As the first phase, “Who Is the Church?” will address people in a large group 
setting and use lecture as the primary mode for learning, accompanied by an interactive 
participant study guide. There will be four sessions that communicate the ecclesiology10 
and apply it to the church’s context.11 They are titled “The Church Is God’s Covenant 
Community,” “The Church Is Empowered by God’s Spirit,” “The Church Is on a 
Mission,” and “Where Do We Go from Here?” The initial session will present the 
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biblical concept of a covenant and explain how God has chosen to relate to his people 
through a covenant and what it means for the Church to be his covenant people. The next 
lecture will give a framework for understanding the significance of God pouring out his 
Spirit on all his people and how the Holy Spirit empowers the Church to live on mission. 
The third presentation will unfold God’s mandate to spread the Gospel, emphasizing 
God’s redemptive purpose in Scripture and the missional nature of the Church. The final 
presentation will help participants apply the ecclesiological framework to their everyday 
lives. It also will segue into the second phase of the “Be the Church!” ministry initiative.  
The presentations will engage the minds of the participants in the ecclesiological 
foundation, ensuring that the key content about the nature of the Church is communicated 
to them. Between the weekly teaching sessions, the study guides will engage participants 
in reflecting on that foundation through the disciplines of Bible study and prayer. The 
guides will not repeat the same information as the lectures but will offer additional 
Scripture, testimonies, and prayers that supplement them. As a key spiritual discipline, 
the prayers will direct the participants to make themselves available to God for his 
purposes in their daily lives. Each daily prayer will include a request for God to reveal 
daily opportunities where participants might minister to others and for the courage to 
capitalize on those opportunities in obedience to Christ and surrender to his Spirit.  
 The second phase, “We Are the Church,” will utilize small groups as the setting 
for learning. The thirty participants will be divided into groups of six who will be 
intergenerational and represent different populations within the church. The four sessions 
will follow the same topics as the first phase, but they will emphasize reflection on and 
 
102 
application of the theological concepts to daily life. One of the important tasks of the 
small groups will be identifying and analyzing one another’s circles of influence. 
Participants will fill out the questionnaire entitled “My Circle of Influence,” found in 
Appendix 2. Each week they will take turns sharing their answers with the small group 
and give their peers an opportunity to ask questions and make observations. This will 
equip them to pray for one another and for God to give them a vision for their ministry in 
those circles.  
 The third phase, “I Am the Church,” is a four-week period when the participants 
are “sent” into the community and their circles of influence to discern how God is calling 
them to be in ministry. This also will be a time for individual application of the 
theological lessons and group discussions. Participants will have a prayer and devotional 
guide to help them focus on seeking and discerning God’s vision for their ministry. The 
limits of the ministry visions will not be predetermined. The possible outcomes could 
include ones for planting a church or starting a non-profit; or they could be as simple as a 
neighborhood Bible study, public school beautification project, or regularly prayer 
walking their workplace.  
 After the designated three months, the “Be the Church!” initiative will culminate 
in a celebration dinner in which participants will have a chance to worship together, share 
their stories, and hear from others. Participants will be asked to bring one or two friends 
who did not participate but who might be interested in participating in a future offering of 
the ministry initiative. While a few people will be tapped to share their stories with the 
entire group, everyone will be encouraged to share around their tables. The celebration 
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will resemble a progressive dinner in which people switch tables at each course, so each 
individual can hear how God has moved fellow participants and people can practice 
telling their own story. It also provides the opportunity for everyone to encourage and 
provide insight into one another’s stories, which previously may have gone unnoticed by 
the storytellers themselves. 
 
Ministry Initiative: “Living into Our Mission” 
The second ministry initiative, “Living into Our Mission,” seeks to engage the 
senior leadership team of the church staff in principles from Leadership on the Line, 
Organizational Traps, and Organizational Culture. This group includes all of the 
ordained pastors, the executive director, the communications director, and the worship 
director. This ministry initiative will last three months and include three segments that 
equip the leaders to view and discuss the ministries and structure of the church through 
multiple lenses. It will be facilitated by me as the pastor of Missions and Evangelism and 
initiator of this project.  
The first segment will lead the group through the ecclesiological foundations from 
Chapter 3, equipping them with a theological lens through which to view First 
Presbyterian Church and its mission. This will last three weeks, allotting one week per 
theological value: covenant community, Spirit-led ministry, and missional purpose. Due 
to the already high level of theological expertise and understanding, this group will be 
more participatory and interactive, rather than the lecture-based style employed for the 
focus group from the congregation. 
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The second segment teaches the basic principles from the organizational culture 
resources,12 equipping participants with a leadership lens to complement the theological 
one. The group will spend one week on Organizational Traps, learning about how easy it 
is for an organization to espouse one set of values while living out a completely 
contradictory set. They will learn how to recognize Argyris’ Model I and Model II 
theories-in-use.13 Next they will study concepts from Schein’s Organizational Culture for 
two weeks, which will help them understand the impact that culture has on an 
organization. It also will equip them with knowledge in the field of how organizational 
culture can be changed, embedded, and transmitted by leaders. The leadership team will 
spend the final two weeks of this segment exploring the differences between technical 
and adaptive change from Heifetz and Linsky’s Leadership on the Line. As the facilitator, 
I will equip them to differentiate between the two and teach specific methods for 
grappling with adaptive changes.14 During this phase, participants will begin to write case 
studies based on challenges that they face in their particular ministry area. They will 
present and discuss these case studies in the next segment. 
 The third segment entails reflecting on and applying the lenses developed in the 
first two segments. This will last four weeks and center on analyzing together different 
aspects of the life of First Presbyterian Church. Special attention will be given to 
presenting and considering one another’s case studies. The participants will examine the 
cases through both a theological lens and an organizational lens. This segment will end 
                                                 
12 Reviewed in Chapter 2 of this discussion. 
 
13 Argyris, Knowledge for Action, 61. 
 
14 Heifetz and Linsky, Leadership on the Line, 51-162. 
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with a retreat to confer about how they will measure success in accomplishing their 
mission and to establish a mechanism for evaluating their areas of ministry and receiving 
feedback from fellow leaders over the course of the following year. Ultimately, the group 
will need to strive for the church to move with greater coordination and adaptability in 












IMPLEMENTATION AND EVALUATION 
This final project creates a six-month plan to sow seeds for the long-term cultural 
transformation of First Presbyterian Church to transform it from a consumer culture to a 
missional one. It consists of two ministry initiatives: “Be the Church!” and “Living into 
Our Mission.” “Be the Church!” will engage a focus group of thirty people from across 
the demographics of the congregation. Its strategy will be to establish a common 
ecclesiology for the church, facilitate small group discussions that apply the theology to 
everyday life, and empower participants to seek God’s vision for their personal ministry 
within their circle of influence. The second initiative, “Living into Our Mission,” will 
focus on equipping the senior staff leadership to analyze the culture of First Presbyterian 
Church through a theological lens and an organizational leadership lens.  
 
Timeline and Leadership Training 
 The strategy will begin in 2015 and repeat. The best time of year to implement 
this six-month plan will be from July to December. On that timeline the recruitment for 
“Be the Church!” will occur in July and August, and the principle ministry time will be 
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during the first few months of the academic year, September, October, and November. 
This is traditionally the time when people are eager to get involved in ministry and are 
freshly reengaging their lives after summer break. This timeline also will be ideal for 
“Living into Our Mission.” First Presbyterian Church’s fiscal year begins June 1. 
Therefore, the annual goals and budget planning begins in February. Having completed 
the series and applied the theological and leadership lenses to their ministries, the senior 
staff will be better equipped to make important changes in the budget. If the ministry 
initiatives were carried out at a different time in the year, leaders would face the 
challenge of feeling stuck in the middle of a budget cycle and thus feel powerless to use 
crucial financial levers to enact change. 
For “Be the Church!” the first two months, July and August, will be spent 
recruiting participants. This primarily will be accomplished through networking with 
other leaders in the church to obtain recommendations. It is anticipated that there will be 
a balance between new members who are seeking to get involved in ministry and more 
established members who are uncomfortable with their church routine. Although a rigid 
quota is not desirable, nevertheless there will need to be goals in terms of the 
demographics which will be represented among the thirty. The simplest measurement 
would be to pursue ten participants from the twenty to forty age range, ten from those 
forty to fifty-five, and ten from those who are over fifty-five. They will represent 
different ministries of the church merely by being selected from different generations. 
However, as the facilitator I will ensure at least one representative from the following 
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ministry areas is included: college, missions, worship, congregational care, small group, 
Sunday School, finance, and facility.  
Phase One of “Be the Church!” will begin in September with the teaching of the 
lecture series “Who Is the Church?” There will be one extra session to train small group 
facilitators for Phase Two. In October, as Phase Two, “We Are the Church” will 
commence. Small groups will meet weekly in homes or the church, depending on what is 
convenient for each group. The final phase, “I Am the Church,” will occur in November. 
Participants will be sent on a reflective journey in their circles of influence seeking to 
discern how God is calling them to minister intentionally within their personal circles of 
influence. This month will culminate in a celebration dinner with opportunities to share 
stories and insights with one another. 
The second ministry initiative, “Living into Our Mission,” will commence at the 
beginning of August. This group already exists, so there will not be a need for recruiting 
participants. They meet every other Monday from 1:30 p.m. to 3:00 p.m. The studies and 
discussions will be limited to forty-five minutes, so that the group still will have time to 
cover necessary business items and pray for the church and one another. The study must 
occur in the first forty-five minutes of the meeting instead of being relegated to the latter. 
If they precede discussions of the church’s business and organizational matters, the 
studies of the theological and organizational lenses inevitably will impact the trajectory 




The theological lens will be taught over the first three weeks of August. Each 
week will cover an aspect of the church’s ecclesiology: covenant community, Spirit-led 
ministry, and missional purpose. As mentioned in Chapter 4 of this discussion, the 
following five weeks will encompass lessons and discussions of the organizational 
culture materials. As this is the “leadership lens,” during this period the leaders will be 
encouraged to delve into their particular areas of ministry to uncover case studies that 
encompass a challenge they are experiencing. The final four weeks will focus on 
synthesizing the theological and leadership materials, analyzing aspects of the church’s 
culture, discussing the case studies, and creating a method for the senior staff members to 
evaluate their ministries on an ongoing basis and receive insights from the other leaders. 
December will consist of debriefing and evaluating the two ministry initiatives. 
The evaluations from this final month will be critical for improving the effectiveness of 
these initiatives. Both of the initiatives have a next step after their conclusion. “Be the 
Church!” will engage another focus group from the congregation, and “Living into Our 
Mission” will expand to include critical lay leaders like the elders and clerks. Evaluations 
will consist of participant interviews and written assessments. 
 
Resources and Staff Support 
  “Be the Church!” will require a diversity of resources. The first phase will 
necessitate a midsize room to accommodate the focus group, preferably the Living Room. 
It will be organized in a lecture style with rows of chairs for the first three weeks of 
September and then around small tables for the fourth week of the month, with six per 
table. There will need to be a laptop and television set up for a PowerPoint presentation 
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each week in addition to beverage service from the hospitality staff. Weekly handouts 
will be prepared based on the PowerPoint slides. Participants will receive a guide for 
weekly homework to prepare for each week’s lesson.1  
The second phase will have a change of venue, from a classroom setting at the 
church to the living rooms of participants’ homes. That is the ideal location for the small 
group discussions; but if that is inconvenient for their schedules, then space may be found 
at the church to accommodate them. I will create small group discussion guides for this 
phase. Small group leaders will ask the group members to take turns providing 
refreshments for their meetings.  
Small group leaders will be elected by the tables during the final week of Phase 
One. Their primary responsibility will be to schedule the weekly meetings and facilitate 
the discussion, when necessary. The primary skills that these leaders will need are the 
ability to communicate with other participants and to coordinate schedules and space. 
Also, it will be helpful if these leaders have gifts of hospitality and service. Since small 
groups around tables are formed during Phase One, the foundations for group dynamics 
and sharing off-site for Phase Two already will have been established. 
The third phase requires the least number of resources. A daily devotional and 
prayer guide will be provided to empower participants to focus on the task at hand and to 
discern how God is calling them to minister in their circles of influence. The celebration 
dinner at the end of this phase will require the use of the Living Room at the church once 
again. It will be set up with small, round, café tables that seat three, and there will be ten 
                                                 
1 Specific topics are outlined in Appendix 3. 
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tables. The buffet will be set up in the hallway outside the room, instead of inside the 
room, so that the hospitality staff can reset it for each course while the participants talk 
around the tables.  
The total budget for “Be the Church!” will be about $550. Thirty copies of the 
twenty-page small group guide for the second phase will be $15. Thirty copies of the 
participants guide for the third phase will cost $24. Black-and-white handouts for the four 
sessions in the “Who Is the Church?” section will cost $24. The beverage service for that 
phase will average $20 per week for a total of $80, and the celebration dinner at the end of 
the third phase will be about $350.2 A little extra has been estimated in order to allow for 
unforeseen costs. 
The “Living into Our Mission” initiative will require far fewer resources than the 
first initiative. The group meets in the pastoral conference room, so it is already reserved 
and set up with seats around a long conference table. It is also equipped with the capacity 
for PowerPoint presentations. Each week there will be handouts with critical insights 
from the ecclesiology in Chapter 3 of this discussion and from the literature reviewed in 
Chapter 2. Since this ministry initiative happens with a smaller group, the handouts will 
not duplicate information on the PowerPoint but will provide space and information for 
further discussion and reflection. The participating leaders will bring copies of their case 
studies for fellow participants when it is their turn to present. If there are two pages of 
handouts per person each week, there will need to be a budget of $10 to pay for the 
copies. 
                                                 




Primary administrative support for both of these initiatives will come from the 
ministry assistant in the Missions and Evangelism Department. This person will help 
make room reservations, prepare the workbooks, and make sure there are enough 
handouts each week. For “Be the Church!” the assistant will attend the lectures, register 
people at the door when they arrive, track attendance, and handle any communications 
that need to be sent to the entire group. In addition to the support of the ministry assistant, 
permission will need to be granted for both of these initiatives by the senior pastor and 
the senior staff. Also, the ministry directors in the Missions and Evangelism Department 
will be asked to assume a mentoring role for participants.  
 
Assessment Plan for “Be the Church!” 
 As Phase One, “Who Is the Church?” sessions will begin with a review of the 
previous week and end with a summary of the lesson. During the week participants will 
have specific reading assignments from Scripture to prepare for the weekly lesson. The 
final lesson in the first phase will have a written exam for the participants to complete in 
small groups. This will assess how well they have apprehended the content of the lessons. 
 In Phase Two, “We Are the Church,” as the main facilitator I will connect with 
small group leaders as a group by email once a week. In that communication, they will 
supply feedback and ask questions. I will be able to provide advice and extra resources to 
enhance their discussion in the next session. Small group leaders also will have a face-to-
face visit once during the month with one another and a one-on-one meeting with me as 
their pastor, in order to answer any questions that cannot be resolved by email or phone 
and jointly assess how the discussions are progressing.  
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 In Phase Three, “I Am the Church,” I will contact participants individually 
halfway through the month to check in on their progress and offer assistance. Standard 
questions will be as follows: “Have you been able to keep up with the daily devotional 
guide?” “Have you noticed anything about your circle of influence that you did not 
recognize before this month?” “Has God laid any particular people or places on your 
heart?” “Knowing that there are still a few weeks to go in the month, do you have any 
sense as to what God may be calling you to do as a next step?” The underlying and 
unifying purpose of these questions is to discern how God is developing their vision for 
ministry and to provide pastoral support to them along this journey. In the spirit of 
remaining flexible to the respective cultures of participants’ various circles of influence, I 
will respond with any further assistance that may be needed, such as recommendations 
for further reading, Scripture passages for reflection, or potential ministry mentors or 
congregational peers to help support them. 
 At the celebration dinner, participants will be asked to share their stories from the 
month. They will include these specific elements: what they discovered about themselves, 
their circle of influence, and God; what was most challenging; and what they think God 
may be directing them to do next. The dinner will open with brief worship music. At the 
conclusion, I will ask for a few volunteers to share their stories with the whole group.  
 Participants will be emailed a questionnaire after the dinner, as shown in 
Appendix 3. It will ask them to critique the lectures and well as the small group sessions. 
Participants will be asked to answer questions about the third phase and how they 
experienced God in those weeks. The form also will inquire how the leadership of the 
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church can pray for them and help them as they continue down the journey of pursuing 
God’s vision for their personal ministry.  
 The second initiative, “Living into Our Mission,” will conclude with a half-day 
retreat for the senior leadership team to review the remaining case studies, identify key 
concepts that they have learned, and agree on practical steps forward to apply them to the 
church context. As the facilitator, I will lead them in planning how this process might be 
different the next time that it is done when it includes key lay leaders. The staff leaders 
will be able to have input in how those sessions could be laid out and which of the lay 
leaders might be best to invite to participate. Prior to the retreat I will provide each of the 
leaders with an evaluation form, which is included in Appendix 4, to help them elucidate 
key concepts and themes that they discovered from the sessions and case studies. Each of 
the questions in the evaluation will be discussed on the retreat, so it will be critical for 
them to complete it before the event. 
 In conclusion, an important aspect for these initiatives is determining what 
success is supposed to look like at the end of these initiatives. For “Be the Church!” the 
goal is for each of the participants to feel engaged as Christ-centered, outwardly focused 
disciples empowered, equipped, and sent into their circles of influence to live on mission. 
This initiative should be the beginning of a long journey for them in discerning how to 
follow Christ in the world. Success will not be determined in how big the steps are that 
they take in their discipleship, but it will be in the fact that they are taking steps towards 
maturity in faith and practice as followers of Christ. Some may leverage their resources 
and influence to start organizations with local and international impact, while others may 
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not have a clear picture of what God is calling them to do but are committed to continue 
seeking and praying for that vision. Both of those would be considered a success. 
 For “Living into Our Mission” success will resemble a congregation that is 
carrying the Gospel to Houston and the world in a more coordinated fashion. Based on a 
common theological identity and equipped with leadership tools, the senior staff will be 
able to identify and address issues below the surface of the church’s organizational 
culture that prevent it from fulfilling its mission. Similar to the first initiative, success 
means taking steps forward—even if they are small. The church will benefit greatly when 
leaders take the time to identify underlying challenges and adaptive changes, discuss 




SUMMARY AND CONCLUSION 
As First Presbyterian Church celebrates its 175th anniversary in 2014, there is 
tremendous energy and potential around how God is calling the church to mature in its 
faith and ministry. Its mission statement is this: “Compelled by the love of Jesus Christ 
and Empowered by the Holy Spirit we carry the Gospel to Houston and the World.” At 
the heart of this desire is for members of the church to be faithful witnesses for Jesus 
Christ wherever he sends them. However, in order to accomplish this ambitious task the 
church must take the first steps on the long journey of shifting its culture from one that 
resembles a consumer, church-centered culture to a missional, kingdom-focused one. 
Culture shift is challenging and will take years, but there is no better time than the present 
to begin sowing seeds for that shift.  
 The mission field around First Presbyterian Church is ripe for the harvest. God 
has placed the church uniquely in the center of the city’s important activities. The 
building is in the bustling Museum District and only blocks from Rice University and the 
Texas Medical Center, the largest of its kind in the world. As the city gentrifies low- 
income areas near the church and improves pedestrian and public transportation, the 
neighborhood only will increase in popularity and population. God also has brought the 
nations to the church’s doorstep. Houston is the most ethnically diverse metropolitan city 
in the United States.1 More than one in five Houstonians were born in a foreign country, 
which would account for 1.2 million people. They represent more than ninety different 
                                                 
1 Emerson et al., Houston Region Grows Racially/Ethnically Diverse, with Small Declines in 
Segregation, 3.  
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languages and are an incredible cultural resource for the city.2 According to the Kinder 
Institute, the vast majority of Houstonians do not feel threatened by the growing ethnic 
diversity but see it as “a great strength for our city.”3  
 This is a “Pentecost” moment for First Presbyterian Church. God has placed it at 
the center of a city with incredible international influence, bringing a mosaic of world 
cultures to its neighborhood, and he has uniquely wired the congregation to fulfill what 
they aspire to accomplish in their mission statement: to carry the Gospel to Houston and 
the world. Through various interviews and discussions the Vision 2020 committee 
discerned that God had given the congregation a DNA that can be described as biblically 
orthodox, reverent, creative problem solvers and entrepreneurs, influential and affluent, 
generous and community-oriented, and established yet adaptive. These characteristics are 
ones that easily could be used to swell First Presbyterian Church as an institution or 
enlarge an individual congregation’s wealth and prestige; however, the church wants to 
engage the task of intentionally directing those gifts and skills as God’s blessings to the 
community for his glory. A shift in the organizational culture will help the church to 
think creatively about how God is calling it to invest in the community. 
In Chapter 2 attention was given to critical texts that currently inform the mission 
of First Presbyterian Church or could do so in the future. Many leaders in the church have 
read McNeal’s Missional Renaissance, and it has provided practical steps to guide the 
church towards becoming more outwardly focused with its resources and less inwardly 
                                                 
2 City of Houston, “Houston Facts and Figures.” 
 
3 Kinder Institute for Urban Research, The Kinder Houston Area Survey, 3.  
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focused on its own institutional grandeur. The other two resources look towards more 
fundamental, theological questions about the nature of the church. Moltmann’s The 
Church in the Power of the Spirit calls First Presbyterian back to its identity as herald of 
an eschatological kingdom, which is greater than all of the kingdoms of this world put 
together. Our mission is not to spread the church institution but to spread God’s 
kingdom.4 The authors of Missional Church thoroughly evaluate how the North 
American Church arrived at its marginalized and destabilized position in culture and 
society and how that depreciation is increasing. Like Moltmann, they challenge churches 
to direct attention away from institutional wants and focus on the kingdom of God. The 
Church in North America should see itself no longer as the one sending missionaries to 
the foreign mission field; rather, all those who follow Christ are now sent every Sunday 
into their neighborhoods and cities, which is just as much a mission field—if not more so. 
As a large, complex, and historic institution, First Presbyterian Church can learn 
important insights about itself through the genre of organizational culture and leadership. 
Schein’s work on organizational culture provides an extensive framework for analyzing 
and understanding an organization’s underlying values and the behaviors they produce. In 
Leadership on the Line, Heifetz and Linsky delineate between two types of changes that 
churches face today: technical and adaptive changes. The former are ones that have been 
seen before and have a known solution; the latter are challenges that are unforeseen, 
complex, and do not have a resolution. Adaptive challenges present the most substantial 
long-term threat to the congregation. Argyris describes how organizations like First 
                                                 




Presbyterian Church avoid confronting significant challenges like adaptive change. On 
the one hand churches and other institutions espouse a desire for openness, integrity, 
honesty, and respect, but their behaviors undermine those desires.5 Their “espoused 
theory” is countered by their theory-in-use, which ultimately seeks to avoid 
embarrassment or threatening situations.6 Organizations often feel as if they will never 
change, as if they are “trapped,” due to behaviors like this. Using these three resources 
together, leaders at First Presbyterian Church can be strategically equipped to confront 
current challenges and lead the church into them more effectively.  
In order to face the daunting trials of culture shift and adaptive change, the church 
needs to have a clear foundation and understanding of who it is as a theological 
community. In the reformed tradition, one of the central tenets is that the Church is God’s 
covenantal community. He has called a people to be in a covenant relationship with him. 
All of Scripture revolves around that covenantal relationship between God and his 
people. In the Old Testament God gave his Spirit to specific people at specific times in 
order to carry out specific tasks; but in the New Testament, God has poured out his Spirit 
on all of his covenant people, empowering them with his very presence that they might 
live faithfully as his people. This covenant God of Scripture and of the Church has a 
mission in the world. He desires for all people to be reconciled to him through Jesus 
(John 3:16), and his Church is called and equipped to be his Gospel heralds to the world 
                                                 
5 Argyris, Knowledge for Action, 2. 
 
6 Ibid., 60. 
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(Matthew 28:18-20). The Church is the covenant people of God, empowered and guided 
by his Spirit, in order to carry the Gospel to the all people. 
This project proposes two initiatives to prod the church on the journey of culture 
shift. They address two groups, representing the grassroots level and the top of leadership 
hierarchy. They aspire to help the congregation develop a shared language and theology, 
raise up new leaders and role models, and encourage experimenting with how members 
carry out the mission of the church. The first initiative “Be the Church!” leads a focus 
group of thirty congregants on a three-month journey of discovering the identity of the 
Church and how God is calling them to live as the Church on mission in their circles of 
influence in daily life. The second initiative, “Living into Our Mission,” equips the senior 
staff leadership team to analyze critically the church as a body through a theological lens 
and an organizational leadership lens. Through these ministry initiatives the overarching 
goal is for the church to activate its members as Christ-centered, outwardly focused 
disciples by nurturing a culture that empowers, equips, and sends them out into the 
community to live in mission.  
These initiatives are merely the beginning of a longer journey for First 
Presbyterian Church that will take years. Both of them will be improved upon and 
duplicated. “Be the Church!” can be offered twice annually, which would directly engage 
sixty people in the directive to “carry the Gospel to Houston and the world.” Training 
additional facilitators would increase that number. “Living into Our Mission” will expand 
to include lay leaders and more staff leaders. Identifying and undertaking adaptive 
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changes will require the investment and ownership of many leaders across the church, 
and this will begin the process of equipping them for this responsibility.  
Dr. Lancaster, one of the most influential and longest tenured pastors in the 
church’s 175-year history, wrote this about First Presbyterian Church: “We are a coming 
and going congregation and church. As the congregation we come together for worship, 
support, encouragement, and equipment. As the church we go out to work, witness, and 
serve the Lord Jesus.”7 This has been the yearning of the church since it was established 
in the middle of a tiny, frontier town in the newly formed Republic of Texas in 1839. 
Over the years it has grown into an influential church just as its city has grown to 
international prominence, yet its calling remains the same: to be the Church, carrying the 
Gospel to Houston and the world. It is a calling and a challenge that requires the Body of 
Christ to be ever aware of its own culture and behaviors, whether they are enhancing or 
inhibiting the mission. This project carries the following hope for First Presbyterian 
Church: that God would direct the church as a whole, and its members individually, 
regarding how he wants to use them in his mission to reconcile the world to himself and 
that he would give them the courage to follow him. 
 
                                                 




“BE THE CHURCH!” SESSION GUIDE FOR  
PHASE ONE: “WHO IS THE CHURCH?” 
 
Session One: The Church is God’s Covenant Community. 
Session One will explore the biblical foundation for understanding the Church as God’s 
covenant community. It will provide a basic definition of a covenant and why it is important. 
I will examine the basic outline to the components of Ancient Near Eastern covenants and 
illustrate how the covenant concept provides a unified understanding of the Bible across its 
different genres, authors, and time periods. The session will close by illustrating how the 
community is shaped by the covenant in worship, discipleship, and mission. 
 
Session Two: The Church is Empowered by the Holy Spirit. 
Session Two will examine the relationship of the Holy Spirit to God’s covenant people. 
Before Christ ascended to heaven, he promised his disciples that he would be with them 
always. That promise is fulfilled by the coming of the Holy Spirit at Pentecost. God’s Spirit 
was no longer only for particular people at particular times for particular purposes; rather, his 
Spirit was filling all believers to serve as his witnesses. The Old Testament prophets 
predicted a day when this would occur and usher in a new era. Special attention will be given 
to John 16:1-15 as I explore how the Spirit goes with the covenant community into the world, 
empowering them to proclaim the Gospel. 
 
Session Three: The Church is on a Mission.  
The God of Scripture is a God who is passionate that all people be called into a right 
relationship with him. From the very beginning of Scripture we see God’s heart for the 
nations (see Genesis 12:1-3). Session Three will explore two examples of how God’s people 
missed the point. The first is Jonah who desired to withhold repentance from the Ninevites 
because of his deep-seated prejudice. The second is when Jesus clears the temple courts and 
quotes from key Old Testament passages that speak about the inclusion of the Gentiles. 
(Mark 11:15-18) The session will close by exploring what it means for the Church to be 
God’s missionary people who are focused on God’s kingdom, not on any human institution. 
 
Session Four: Where Do We Go from Here? 
The final session will summarize and synthesize the information from the first three sessions. 
We are part of God’s covenant community wherever we go. We are indwelt by his Spirit to 
empower us as his witnesses. We are a part of God’s mission in this world. I will give special 
attention to Vision 2020 and our call to carry the Gospel to our circles of influence. It 
identifies our circles of influence or primary mission-fields as home and neighborhood, 
school, workplace, and the city and the world. I will introduce the questionnaire entitled “My 
Circle of Influence” and explain how the small groups will use them to guide their 





MY CIRCLE OF INFLUENCE 
This questionnaire is designed to assist you in understanding your “circle of influence” and how 
God is calling you to live faithfully among your family, friends, and coworkers. Set aside time to 
answer these questions thoughtfully and honestly. Do not overthink them. Most of these require a 
simple answer. This will be presented to your small group for them to help you understand your 
mission field more deeply and for them to know how to pray for you as you aspire to be a faithful 
follower of Christ. 
Respond to the following questions: 
What is your marital status? (single, married, divorced, widowed) 
Do you have children? If so, how old are they?  
 
 What school(s) do they attend? 
 
What is your vocation? 
 
Do you live in a house, apartment, townhouse, retirement facility, or other? 
 
How often do you have guests into your home?  
 
How would your friends describe your home?  
a. party-central 
b. warm and hospitable 
c. always active and full of life 
d. “The food’s ok. But the company is fantastic!” 
e. “I’m not sure. I’ve never been there.” 
f. Other: ____________________ 
 




Where do you spend most time of your time? (list the top five places) 
 
Who are the ten people with whom you spend the most time? 
 
What are your hobbies or leisure activities? 
 
Are you a member of any social groups or clubs? (Kiwanis, Rotary, bunko or bridge, bicycling, 
golf club etc.) 
 
Where do you volunteer your time and resources? (church, school, food pantry, homeless shelter, 
SPCA, coaching kids’ sports, “Are you kidding? I haven’t got time to volunteer!” etc.) 
 
Where do you encounter the most spiritual opposition? 
 
Where do you experience the most spiritual encouragement? 
 
Finish the following sentences:  
“I enjoy people when they…” 
 
“I do not enjoy people who…” 
 
“Living as a faithful witness means…” 
 
“The scariest aspect of living out my faith is…” 
 




FINAL SURVEY FOR “BE THE CHURCH!” 
 
Two Parts: “Personal Growth Evaluation” and “Program Evaluation” 
Personal Growth Evaluation: 
What did you discover about God over the last three months? 
 
 
What did you discover about yourself? 
 
 
What did you learn about the Church? 
 
 




Has God laid any particular people or places on your heart? 
 
 
What do you sense God may be calling you to do as a next step? 
 
 






Phase One: “Who Is the Church?” 
How many of the lectures were you able to attend in this phase? _______  out of four 
What new information did you hear? 
 
Do you feel like you have a better understanding of the Church and God’s mission in the world as a 
result of the lectures? 
 
How could these sessions be improved? 
 
Phase Two: “We Are the Church”  
How many sessions were you able to attend?  _______  out of four 
Where and when did your group meet? 
 
Was the “My Circle of Influence” questionnaire helpful? Was your small group able to help you 
process your answers? 
 
Were there aspects of the small group experience that were missing that you wanted? How might the 
small group experience be improved in the future? 
 
Phase Three: “I Am the Church” 
What percentage of the daily devotional guide were you able to finish? (please give a percentage) 
Was the daily devotional guide helpful to you as you sought to be sensitive to God’s guidance? 
 




“LIVING INTO OUR MISSION” RETREAT QUESTIONNAIRE 
What are three concepts from this series that resonated with you the most? 
 
 
Were there any concepts that troubled you or that you disagreed with? 
 
 
What themes did you notice in the case studies? 
 
 
What do you think are some of the adaptive changes facing First Presbyterian Church? 
 
 
What are the biggest obstacles in our church’s culture for grappling with these types of changes? 
 
 
Who do you think needs to be engaged in this discussion next? 
 
 







Alexander, David and Pat Alexander, eds. Eerdmans Handbook of the Bible. Grand 
Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 1992. 
 
Allen, Leslie C. The Books of Joel, Obadiah, Jonah, and Micah. Grand Rapids, MI: 
Eerdmans, 1976. 
 
Ammerman, Nancy T., Jackson W. Carroll, Carl S. Dudley, and William McKinney. 
Studying Congregations: A New Handbook. Nashville: Abingdon Press, 1998. 
 
Argyris, Chris. Knowledge for Action: A Guide to Overcoming Barriers to 
Organizational Change. San Francisco: Jossey-Bass, 1993.  
 
__________. Organizational Traps: Leadership, Culture, Organizational Design. New  
 York: Oxford University Press, 2010.  
 
Barrett, Lois. “Missional Witness: The Church as Apostle to the World.” In Missional 
Church: A Vision for the Sending of the Church in North America, edited by 
Darrell L. Guder and Lois Barrett, 110-141. Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 1998. 
 
Beale, G. K. The Temple and the Church’s Mission. Downers Grove, IL: Intervarsity, 
2004. 
 
Bolman, Lee G. and Terrence E. Deal. Reframing Organizations: Artistry, Choice, and 
Leadership. 3rd ed. San Francisco: Jossey-Bass, 2003. 
 
Bonhoeffer, Dietrich. Life Together: A Discussion of Christian Fellowship. New York: 
HarperCollins, 1954. 
 
Bruce, F. F. The Gospel and Epistles of John. Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 1983. 
 
Bruner, Frederick Dale. The Gospel of John: A Commentary. Grand Rapids, MI: 
Eerdmans, 2012. 
 
Calvin, John. Institutes of the Christian Religion. Bellingham, WA: Logos Research 
Systems, Inc., 1997. 
 
Carson, D. A. The Gospel According to Mark. The Pillar New Testament Commentary. 
Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 1991. 
 




City of Houston. “Houston Facts and Figures.” http://www.houstontx.gov/about 
houston/houstonfacts.html (accessed June 1, 2013). 
 
Clerk of Session. Session Meeting Packet. Houston: First Presbyterian Church, August 
2011 – November 2013. 
 
Conklin, Jeff. Dialogue Mapping: Building Shared Understanding of Wicked Problems. 
Hoboken, NJ: Wiley, 2006. 
 
Cooper, Ted. Bible in 90 Days. Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 2005. 
 
Dietterich, Inagrace T. “Missional Community: Cultivating Communities of the Holy 
Spirit.” In Missional Church: A Vision for the Sending of the Church in North 
America, edited by Darrell L. Guder and Lois Barrett, 142-182. Grand Rapids, 
MI: Eerdmans, 1998. 
 
Dweck, Carol S. Mindset: The New Psychology of Success. Kennett Square, PA: 
Soundview Executive Book Summaries, 2012. 
 
Edwards, James. The Gospel According to Mark. Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 2002. 
 
Emerson, Michael O., Jennifer Bratter, Junia Howell, P. Wilner Jeanty, and Mike Cline. 
Houston Region Grows Racially/Ethnically Diverse, with Small Declines in 
Segregation. Houston: Kinder Institute for Urban Research, 2011. 
 
Ford, Kevin. Transforming Church: Bringing out the Good to Get to Great. Coral 
Stream, IL: Tyndale House, 2007.  
 
France, R. T. The Gospel of Mark: A Commentary on the Greek Text. New International 
Greek Testament Commentary. Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 2002. 
 
Frost, Michael. Exiles: Living Missionally in a Post-Christian Culture. Peabody, MA: 
Hendrickson Publishers, 2006. 
 
Fullan, Michael. Leading in a Culture of Change. San Francisco: Jossey-Bass, 2001. 
 
Gibbs, Eddie and Ryan K. Bolger. Emerging Churches: Creating Christian Community 
in Postmodern Cultures. Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Academic, 2005. 
 
Greater Houston Partnership. Foreign-Born Population. Houston, TX: Greater Houston 
Partnership Research, December 21, 2012. http://www.houston.org/newgen/ 
09_Demography/ 09G%20030%20Foreign-Born%20Population%20Major 




__________. Houston Area Profile. Houston, TX: Greater Houston Partnership Research, 
October 25, 2012. http://www.houston.org/newgen/ 02_Geography/02C%20 
W001%20Houston%20Area%20Profile.pdf (accessed June 1, 2013). 
 
__________. Houston Region Economic Development Profile. http://www.houston.org/ 
assets/pdf/business/Houston-Region-Community-Profile.pdf (accessed June 1, 2013). 
 
Guder, Darrell L. “Missional Church: From Sending to Being Sent.” In Missional 
Church: A Vision for the Sending of the Church in North America, edited by 
Darrell L. Guder and Lois Barrett, 1-17. Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 1998. 
 
__________. “Missional Structures: The Particular Community.” In Missional Church: A 
Vision for the Sending of the Church in North America, edited by Darrell L. 
Guder and Lois Barrett, 221-247. Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 1998. 
 
__________ and Lois Barrett, eds. Missional Church: A Vision for the Sending of the 
Church in North America. Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 1998. 
 
Heifetz, Ronald A. and Marty Linsky. Leadership on the Line: Staying Alive through the 
Dangers of Leading. Boston: Harvard Business School Press, 2002. 
 
Hendriksen, William. More than Conquerors. Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Books, 1998. 
 
Hirsch, Alan and Tim Catchim. The Permanent Revolution: Apostolic Imagination and 
Practice for the 21st Century Church. San Francisco: Jossey Bass, 2012.  
 
Horton, Michael. Introducing Covenant Theology. Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Books, 2006. 
Kindle Electronic Edition. 
 
Houston Museum District. “Insider’s Guide to the District.” http://houstonmuseumdistrict. 
org/learn-more-about-the-houston-museum-district/ (accessed June 1, 2013). 
 
Hunsberger, George R. “Missional Vocation: Called and Sent to Represent the Reign of 
God.” In Missional Church: A Vision for the Sending of the Church in North 
America, edited by Darrell L. Guder and Lois Barrett, 77-109. Grand Rapids, MI: 
Eerdmans, 1998. 
 
Johnson, Marguerite. Houston: the Unknown City 1836-1946. College Station, TX: Texas 
A&M University Press, 1991. 
 
Karkkainen, Veli-Matti. An Introduction to Ecclesiology: Ecumenical, Historical, and 




Kinder Institute for Urban Research. The 32nd Kinder Institute Houston Area Survey. 
Houston, TX: Kinder Institute for Urban Research, 2013. 
 
__________. The Kinder Houston Area Survey: 2012—Perspectives on a City in 
Transition. Houston, TX: Kinder Institute for Urban Research, 2012. 
 
King, Judy. Except the Lord Build. Houston, TX: First Presbyterian Church, 1989. 
 
Kline, Meredith. The Structure of Biblical Authority. Eugene, OR: Wipf & Stock, 1989. 
 
Ladd, George Eldon. A Theology of the New Testament. Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 1974. 
 
Lewis, Robert, Wayne Cordeiro, and Warren Bird. Culture Shift: Transforming Your 
Church from the Inside Out. San Francisco: Jossey Bass, 2005. 
 
Louw, J. P. and E. A. Nida. Greek-English Lexicon of the New Testament: Based on 
Semantic Domains. New York: United Bible Societies, 1996. 
 
Main Street Ministries Houston. http://msmhouston.org/. 
 
Marcum, Jack. The Presbyterian Church (U.S.A) at 25: A Statistical Look at 
Denominational Change. Louisville: Research Services/General Assembly 
Mission Council, 2009. Presbyterian Church (USA). http://www.pcusa.org/ 
media/uploads/research/pdfs/cs-2008.pdf (accessed August 29, 2013).  
 
McNeal, Reggie. Missional Renaissance: Changing the Scorecard for the Church. San 
Francisco: Jossey Bass, 2010.  
 
__________. “OD724: Missional Leadership: Character, Context and Challenge.” 
Lecture, Fuller Theological Seminary, Pasadena, CA, August 2010. 
 
__________. A Work of Heart: Understanding How God Shaped Spiritual Leaders. San 
Francisco: Jossey-Bass, 2000. 
 
Meadows, Donella H. and Diana Wright. Thinking in Systems: A Primer. White River 
Junction, VT: Chelsea Green Pub., 2008. 
 
Modesett, Jr., Jack. “Back to the B.A.S.I.C.S.” http://www.backtothebasics.org/ (accessed 
January 15, 2014). 
 
Moltmann, Jürgen. The Church in the Power of the Spirit. Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1993.  
 




Nickerson, Connie. Sunday Attendance. Houston, TX: First Presbyterian Church of 
Houston, 2013. 
 
Packer, J. I. An Introduction to Covenant Theology. Seattle, WA: Fig Books, 2012. 
Kindle Electronic Edition.  
 
Peskett, Howard and Vinoth Ramachandra. The Message of Mission. The Bible Speaks 
Today. Downers Grove, IL: Intervarsity, 2003. 
 
Presbyterian Church (USA). Book of Confessions: The Constitution of the Presbyterian 
Church (U.S.A.)—Part I. Louisville: Office of the General Assembly, 2002. 
 
__________. The PC(USA) Congregations and Membership, 2001 to 2012. Louisville: 
Research Services, 2013. http://www.pcusa.org/media/uploads/research/pdfs/ 
2012-cs-table1.pdf (accessed August 29, 2013). 
 
Quick MBA. “SWOT Analysis.” http://www.quickmba.com/strategy/swot/ (accessed 
January 15, 2013). 
 
Roxburgh, Alan J. “Missional Leadership: Equipping God’s People for Mission.” In 
Missional Church: A Vision for the Sending of the Church in North America, 
edited by Darrell L. Guder and Lois Barrett, 183-220. Grand Rapids, MI: 
Eerdmans, 1998. 
 
__________ and Fred Romanuk. The Missional Leader: Equipping Your Church to 
Reach a Changing World. San Francisco: Jossey-Bass, 2006.  
 
Sarna, Nahum M. Understanding Genesis: The Heritage of Biblical Israel. New York: 
Schocken, 2966.  
 
Schein, Edgar H. Organizational Culture and Leadership. San Francisco: Jossey-Bass 
Publishers, 2010. 
 
Senge, Peter M. The Fifth Discipline: The Art and Practice of the Learning Organization. 
New York: Doubleday/Currency, 2006. 
 
Session. Vision 2013: “5-Year Strategic Plan.” Houston, TX: First Presbyterian Church, 
2008. 
 
__________. Vision 2020: “Compelled to Carry the Gospel.” Houston, TX: First 
Presbyterian Church, September 2013. 
 
Short, Don. “Vision 2020 Analysis of FPC Houston.” Retreat, Short residence, Houston, 
TX, September 1-15, 2012. 
 
133 
The Texas Medical Center. “Facts & Figures.” http://texasmedicalcenter.org/pages/print-
view/facts-and-figures/ (accessed June 1, 2013). 
 
__________. “Interesting Facts.” http://texasmedicalcenter.org/pages/print-view/ 
interesting-facts/ (accessed June 1, 2013). 
 
Thompson, Derek. “Houston Is Unstoppable: Why Texas’ Juggernaut Is America’s #1 
Job Creator.” The Atlantic. http://www.theatlantic.com/business/archive/2013/ 
05/houston-is-unstoppable-why-texas-juggernaut-is-americas-1-job-creator/ 
275927/ (accessed June 1, 2013). 
 
Van Engen, Charles. God’s Missionary People: Rethinking the Purpose of the Local 
Church. Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Books, 1997. 
 
Van Gelder, Craig. The Missional Church in Context: Helping Congregations Develop 
Contextual Ministry. Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 2007. 
 
 
